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The COVID-19 outbreak continues to spread 

throughout the Middle East and North Africa 

(MENA)/Arab States region1, with 913,226 

confirmed cases and 22,500 associated 

deaths as of 6 July 2020. Iran has recorded the 

highest number of deaths in the region, with 

nearly 51 per cent of the total.2 

The pandemic has led to huge impacts on 

public health and unprecedented shocks to 

economies, food systems and labour markets 

globally and in the MENA/Arab States region, 

threatening the income and food security 

of millions of workers. It is estimated that an 

additional 8.3 million people in the Arab 

1 The dual term ‘MENA/Arab States’ is used to encompass the various definitions used by different agencies. In this note, the following countries were included: Algeria, 
Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Occupied Palestinian Territories 
(oPt), Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Yemen. See Annex 1 for an overview of the countries included in the definitions of MENA/Arab States used 
by different agencies.

2 See the Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) Situation Report– 156 (WHO 2020).
3 Mitigating the impact of COVID-19: Poverty and food insecurity in the Arab region (ESCWA 2020).

region could fall into poverty (based on pre-

transfer estimates).3 

Against this background, the consequences 

of the pandemic require responses that 

go far beyond the health sector, including 

measures to assist people and protect 

them against falling into poverty and food 

insecurity, highlighting the crucial importance 

of inclusive, comprehensive and stable 

social protection systems that respond to 

differentiated needs across population and 

income groups, and that can be scaled up 

rapidly in times of crisis.

1. INTRODUCTION

• remove financial barriers in accessing
essential testing and health care;

• allow infected workers to comply
with confinement measures without
facing income losses;

• support households, especially in
informal sectors, to afford basic needs
during times of reduced economic
activity and growing unemployment,
ensuring food security and
preventing a major drop in living
standards;

• help companies retain workers on
payroll and retain human capital that
is critical for the fast reactivation of
economic activity in the aftermath of
the health crisis;

• help stabilise economies and ensure
sustained aggregate demand; and

• preserve solidarity and social
cohesion and help prevent the
escalation of social tensions.

Social protection systems (social insurance, social assistance and labour market 
measures) are critical in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, as they may be used to:

As a response to the challenges posed by the 

COVID-19 pandemic and its socio-economic 

impacts, many countries in the MENA/Arab 

States region have rapidly taken measures 

to support socio-economic stability, prevent 

rising poverty and food insecurity, protect 

workers and those most in need against the 

health and economic consequences of the 

health crisis, and to ensure equal access to 

health services and a basic income. In this 

context, this Technical Note aims to provide 

an overview of the main social protection 

measures carried out in the region so far.

1

https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200624-covid-19-sitrep-156.pdf?sfvrsn=af42e480_2
https://www.unescwa.org/sites/www.unescwa.org/files/en_20-00119_covid-19_poverty.pdf


Macro-economic impacts

The social containment measures4 that were 

adopted, in combination with the global 

economic impacts of the crisis, will have long-

lasting consequences for economic growth. It 

is estimated that real gross domestic product 

(GDP) will contract by an average of 4.7 per 

cent in 2020 in the Middle East and Central 

Asia.5 Countries’ growth rates are expected to 

decrease even further than during the 2008 

global financial crisis and the 2015 oil price 

4 For an overview of the measures, see: https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/research-projects/coronavirus-government-response-tracker
5 A Crisis Like No Other, An Uncertain Recovery (IMF 2O2O).
6 Confronting the COVID-19 Pandemic in the Middle East and Central Asia (IMF 2020).
7 COVID-19 Economic Cost to the Arab Region (ESCWA 2020).

crash.6  The oil-exporting countries in the 

Arab region will suffer from reduced global 

demand and oil prices. According to estimates 

from the Economic and Social Commission 

for Western Asia (ESCWA), at the current oil 

prices, the region loses nearly USD550 million 

every day, and the gains of oil importers in 

the region are negligible compared to the 

losses of oil exporters.7 Additionally, the oil-

importing countries in the region will suffer 

from a decline in remittances, investment and 

capital flows from oil-exporting countries. As a 

2. BACKGROUND INFORMATION

2.1. Socio-economic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 

Scope and methodology: This Technical Note is 

the result of an inter-agency mapping effort 

by the Regional UN Issue-Based Coalition on 

Social Protection (IBC-SP), in partnership with 

the International Policy Centre for Inclusive 

Growth (IPC-IG). It provides information on 

social protection measures for nationals 

and non-nationals, including refugees, of 21 

countries in the MENA/ Arab States region 

(see also Annex 1.1 for an overview of the 

definitions used by different agencies). The 

focus of this mapping is on State-provided 

social protection, as well as benefits and 

services provided by UN agencies, across four 

main areas: 1) social insurance and labour 

market interventions, 2) social assistance; 3) 

special measures for a) foreign workers and 

b) refugees and internally displaced people

(IDPs); and 4) Changes in administrative and

operational procedures of social protection

programmes, regarding: a) foreign workers,

and b) refugees.

The mapping was conducted online by the 

regional UN agencies (under the former 

Regional UNDG Group) and started in March 

2020. It has been updated until 22 June 

by the IPC-IG research team (see Annex 

2 for more details on the methodology). 

Information was verified to the best possible 

extent, however we provide no guarantees of 

complete accuracy or comprehensiveness. It 

is important to highlight that this Note does 

not aim to analyse the effectiveness of the 

measures mapped. Moreover, other important 

dimensions, such as sensitivity to gender, 

children or disabilities in the policies are not 

analysed. However, these are aspects that 

should be explored in further research. Finally, 

given that countries are introducing new 

measures nearly daily, it is possible that more 

recent measures might be missing from the 

mapping.

2

https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/research-projects/coronavirus-government-response-tracker
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2020/06/24/WEOUpdateJune2020
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/REO/MECA/Issues/2020/04/15/regional-economic-outlook-middle-east-central-asia-report
https://www.unescwa.org/sites/www.unescwa.org/files/escwa-covid-19-economic-cost-arab-region-en.pdf


result, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

estimates that public debt in MENA(P) will 

rise to almost 95 per cent of GDP.8 High public 

debt may result in an even smaller fiscal space 

for social protection. In this scenario, fragile 

and conflict-affected States are expected to 

be hit particularly hard and the humanitarian 

and refugee crises experienced by the 

countries in the region are likely to intensify.

Unemployment

As a result of the closure of most businesses, 

suspension of salaries and near-total 

lockdowns, the region will see a further 

increase in its already high unemployment 

rates, which have historically affected 

the youth and women in particular.9 The 

International Labour Organization (ILO) 

projections indicate that the COVID-19 

pandemic will wipe out 10.3 per cent of 

working hours in the Arab States in the 

second quarter of 2020, which is equivalent 

to 6 million full-time workers (assuming a 

48-hour working week). This will directly

translate into lower levels of income and

increased poverty.10

While information is scant, it is estimated 

that 68.6 per cent of all employment in the 

Arab States is informal, and this figure is 

67.3 per cent in Northern Africa.11 Informal 

workers are affected by the containment 

measures in several ways, including the 

inability to access markets—especially 

for agricultural workers—and decreased 

demand for certain services, such as 

8 MENA(P): Middle East, North Africa, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. See more in Confronting the COVID-19 Pandemic in the Middle East and Central Asia (IMF 2020).
9 In 2019, youth unemployment was 26.9 per cent against 9.8 per cent total unemployment. Male unemployment was 7.7 per cent against 18.1 per cent female unemploy-

ment (ILOSTAT).
10 The ILO has identified several key economic sectors that will be hit particularly hard by the crisis and thus experience high levels of unemployment. These include ac-

commodation and food services, manufacturing, real estate and business activities, and wholesale and retail trade. ILO Monitor: COVID-19 and the world of work. Third 
edition (ILO, 2020)

11 The estimates for both regions are not recent and thus should be interpreted with care. The figures for Northern Africa (see ILO’s definition in Annex 1) are based on sur-
veys from Egypt (2013), Morocco (2010), and Tunisia (2014). The figures for the Arab States (as per ILO’s definition) are based on surveys from Iraq (2012), Jordan (2010), 
oPt (2014), Syria (2003), and Yemen (2014). For more see  Women and men in the informal economy: a statistical picture. Third Edition (ILO, 2018)

12 See also: Impact of public health measures on informal workers livelihoods and health (WIEGO, 2020). 
13 COVID-19 crisis response in MENA countries - OECD Policy Responses to Coronavirus (OECD, 2020).
14 Kuwait, for example, announced a reduction in the migrant share of its population from 70 to 30 per cent. See Kuwait wants to bring down migrant population from 70% 

to 30% (The Economic Times, 2020) and also COVID-19 Global Roundup: Expatriate exodus in Gulf countries (CGTN, 2020).

tourism and domestic work.12 At the same 

time, social protection coverage for these 

segments tends to be low as they are usually 

not covered by social insurance schemes. 

Especially in Gulf Country Cooperation 

(GCC) countries, foreign workers play a key 

role in the labour market, particularly in 

sectors such as construction, domestic work, 

agriculture and food production, hospitality, 

services, and the care economy—including 

health care—many of which are providing 

essential services during the COVID-19 

pandemic. In the medium- to long-term, 

given the adverse impact of the crisis on 

the service sector, foreign workers are 

likely to be disproportionally affected by 

the expected job losses. While all foreign 

workers are potentially at risk, the most 

vulnerable are low-skilled/low-income 

workers, women foreign workers and 

especially domestic workers, and informal 

workers, who in many cases are also in an 

irregular migratory situation. The global 

economic downturn due to the pandemic 

and the consequences of lower oil prices in 

GCC countries will also have a heavy impact 

on remittances, which are expected to fall 

by 19.6 per cent (down to USD42 billion) in 

the MENA region.13 In addition, many of the 

foreign workers who have been repatriated 

might not be able to return, as some GCC 

countries stated that they will significantly 

reduce their foreign workforce.14
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https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/REO/MECA/Issues/2020/04/15/regional-economic-outlook-middle-east-central-asia-report
https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_743146.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_743146.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_626831.pdf
https://www.wiego.org/sites/default/files/resources/file/Impact_on_livelihoods_COVID-19_final_EN_1.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/covid-19-crisis-response-in-mena-countries-4b366396/
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/https:/economictimes.indiatimes.com/nri/visa-and-immigration/kuwait-wants-to-bring-down-migrant-population-from-70-to-30/articleshow/76187375.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/https:/economictimes.indiatimes.com/nri/visa-and-immigration/kuwait-wants-to-bring-down-migrant-population-from-70-to-30/articleshow/76187375.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-05-08/COVID-19-Global-Roundup-Expatriate-exodus-in-Gulf-countries-Qkabps4nYs/index.html


Poverty and inequality 

Initial estimations released by ESCWA in 

March were suggesting that the expected 

loss of jobs and income would lead an 

additional 8.3 million people into poverty 

in the Arab States region (based on 

national poverty lines and pre-transfer 

estimates).15 Food security is particularly 

under threat in Lebanon, Sudan, Syria and 

Yemen due to a combination of reduced 

household purchasing power, which affects 

households’ ability to afford adequate diets, 

and increased prices for wheat flour, driven 

mainly by Syria.16

UNU-Wider researchers estimate that 

a contraction in per capita income or 

consumption of 10 per cent could exacerbate 

the rising trend in poverty observed in the 

MENA region since 2013 up to 8.9 per cent 

and 24.1 per cent for the USD 1.9/day and 

USD 3.2/day poverty lines respectively. This 

would mean that poverty levels would be 

as high as they were in 1990.17 Moreover, the 

socio-economic impact of COVID-19 can be 

expected to increase inequality in the region 

even further. Even before the crisis, the 

Middle East was already the most unequal 

region in the world.18 

Socio-economic impacts on already 

vulnerable groups

While the virus does not discriminate based 

on wealth, income level affects coping 

mechanisms, leaving especially those 

already vulnerable at a higher risk of falling 

15 Mitigating the impact of COVID-19: Poverty and food insecurity in the Arab region (ESCWA, 2020).
16 WFP Regional Bureau Cairo – COVID-19 Monitoring Hub (WFP 2020)
17 Estimates of the impact of COVID-19 on global poverty (Sumner, Hoy and Ortiz-Juarez 2020)
18 World Inequality Lab – Part 2: Trends in Global Income Inequality (UNU-WIDER World Income Inequality Database).
19 Mitigating the impact of COVID-19: Poverty and food insecurity in the Arab region (ESCWA 2020). For recent figures, see also Global Trends Forced Displacement in 2019 

(UNHCR 2020) and UNRWA requires USD 149 million in 2020 for operations in Jordan (UNRWA 2020).
20 WFP Regional Bureau Cairo – COVID-19 Monitoring Hub (WFP 2020). Additionally, surveys conducted by UNHCR Remote Protection Monitoring tool to assess the 

impact of crisis on IDPs and refugees indicated that 89 per cent of respondents in Iraq reported loss of employment and/or livelihoods as the main impact of the crisis, 
followed by the lack of access to humanitarian services and inability or difficulty in purchasing basic necessities, see UNHCR COVID-19 Preparedness and Response 
(UNHCR 2020). In Lebanon, 78 per cent of refugee households reported difficulties in buying food due to a lack of money, and 73 per cent reported having had to reduce 
their food consumption as a coping mechanism, see COVID-19 Update 16 April – Lebanon (UNCHR 2020). 

21 See also: HelpAge International – Coronavirus.

into poverty.  About 55 million people are 

in need of humanitarian aid in the Arab 

region, up to 26 million of whom are forcibly 

displaced (refugees and IDPs).19 Most were 

uprooted due to armed conflicts and wars 

in Syria, Yemen, Sudan, oPt (occupied 

Palestinian territories), Iraq and Libya.

Refugees, asylum seekers, IDPs and irregular 

migrants are especially vulnerable to 

COVID-19 and other diseases due to high 

geographical mobility, overcrowded 

living conditions, insufficient hygiene and 

sanitation, and lack of access to decent 

health care services. Most livelihood 

opportunities available to irregular migrant 

and refugee breadwinners are outside of the 

formal labour market and hence particularly 

affected. In addition, irregular migrants 

are typically excluded from formal social 

protection systems.20

Yet, the virus also affects other groups 

differently. Besides being exposed to higher 

health risks, elderly people are also at high 

risk of income insecurity, as they rely on 

different income sources, including work, 

savings, and financial support from their 

families and pensions, which tend to be low 

and irregular in many cases.21 

Children in particular suffer as a result of 

containment measures, such as school 

closures, which threaten not only their 

access to education but also to food, 

potentially leading to detrimental long-

lasting consequences. In some contexts, this 

can even increase the risk of child labour. 

4

https://www.unescwa.org/sites/www.unescwa.org/files/en_20-00119_covid-19_poverty.pdf
https://unwfp.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=4182dd9709ef4af883f418e6462dc89b
https://www.wider.unu.edu/sites/default/files/Publications/Working-paper/PDF/wp2020-43.pdf
https://wir2018.wid.world/part-2.html
https://www.unescwa.org/sites/www.unescwa.org/files/en_20-00119_covid-19_poverty.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/statistics/unhcrstats/5ee200e37/unhcr-global-trends-2019.html
https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/unrwa-requires-us-149-million-2020-operations-jordan#:~:text=Christian%20Saunders%2C%20called%20for%20a,East%20for%20the%20year%202020.
https://unwfp.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=4182dd9709ef4af883f418e6462dc89b
https://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/09062020_UNHCR%20Global%20COVID-19%20Emergency%20Response_0.pdf
https://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Lebanon%20COVID-19%20Update%20-%2016APR20_0.pdf
https://www.helpage.org/what-we-do/coronavirus-covid19/


Data from the World Food Programme 

(WFP) show that more than 21.8 million 

children in the region are missing their 

meals due to the COVID-19 crisis.22 

A simulation exercise conducted for UNICEF 

MENARO on the potential impacts of the 

COVID-19 found that the percentage of 

children living in multidimensional poverty 

in MENA  would increase from 42 per cent 

in the pre-COVID scenario to 52 per cent in 

the short term (2-3 months after the onset of 

the crisis) and to 50 per cent in the medium 

term (by the end of 2020). In absolute 

numbers, the COVID-19 crisis could lead 

additional 12 million children to experience 

poverty in several well-being dimensions in 

the short term.23

Persons with disabilities comprise another 

particularly vulnerable group, many of 

whom have underlying health conditions 

22 Based on: Global Monitoring of School Meals During COVID-19 School Closures (WFP 2020). 
23 Simulations of the potential impacts of the COVID-19 on child multidimensional poverty in MENA (Ferrone et al. forthcoming 2020).
24 Disability Inclusive Social Protection Response to COVID-19 crisis (UNPRPD, ILO, UNICEF, International Disability Alliance and Embracing Diversity 2020).
25 The Impact of COVID-19 on Gender Equality in the Arab Region (ESCWA 2020). For more on this topic, see: The Impact of COVID-19 on Women (UN Women 2020); 

COVID-19 requires gender-equal responses to save economies (Durant and Coke-Hamilton 2020).

and/or are older persons. In addition, they 

are facing significant disruption of their 

usual support system and are generally 

much less protected by social insurance 

(including unemployment and sickness) 

and health insurance, due to exclusion from 

formal work.24  

Women not only represent a large share 

of those working at the forefront of the 

crisis—namely in the health sector—but 

they are also facing an increased burden of 

unpaid care work, due to an increased need 

to care for the sick and elderly people, and 

children who can no longer attend schools 

and child care centres. This is in addition 

to the traditional gender division of labour. 

In the Arab States region women spend, 

on average, 4.7 times more time on unpaid 

work than men (5 hours and 29 minutes 

versus 1 hour and 10 minutes)—the largest 

difference among all regions globally.25 

Prior to the current crisis, several countries 

in the region were substantially investing in 

better social protection systems, aiming at 

expanding coverage of pension funds and 

health insurance, as well as establishing 

better delivery channels for social and 

health assistance to individual households. 

These developments are encouraging, even 

though this expansion does not occur at the 

same pace across the entire region. They 

reveal an awareness by governments and 

demonstrate their readiness to take on more 

responsibility for broader social support. As 

the current crisis has exposed remaining 

gaps, especially in terms of coverage, several 

countries have further expanded their social 

protection to include additional vulnerable 

groups, such as informal workers.

Before the crisis, and according to data 

from between 2010 and 2015, expenditure 

on social protection in the region remains 

rather low compared to other regions in 

the world. According to the ILO Social 

Protection Database, the North Africa region 

and the Arab States spent about 7.6 per 

cent and 2.5 per cent, respectively, of their 

GDP on social protection (excluding health 

2.2. Considerations on the social protection systems in the MENA/Arab States 

         region prior to the COVID-19 crisis
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https://www.social-protection.org/gimi/RessourcePDF.action?id=56029
https://www2.unwomen.org/-/media/field%20office%20arab%20states/attachments/publications/2020/04/impact%20of%20covid%20on%20gender%20equality%20-%20policy%20brief.pdf?la=en&vs=4414
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/policy-brief-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-women-en.pdf?la=en&vs=1406
https://unctad.org/en/pages/newsdetails.aspx?OriginalVersionID=2319


care and including both social assistance 

and social insurance). Notably, the Arab 

States ranked lowest across all regions.26 

Moreover, energy subsidies—proven to 

be costly and regressive—continue to 

receive a disproportionate share of social 

expenditures in most countries in the 

region.27

Social insurance schemes are mostly 

limited to public and formal private-sector 

employees and include old-age, disability 

and survivors’ pensions (see Annex 1.2 for 

an overview). Few countries like Bahrain, 

Jordan, KSA and Kuwait provide an 

unemployment insurance scheme, and it is 

not applicable to foreign workers. Moreover, 

agricultural workers are often excluded. 

Countries have sought to expand the limited 

coverage of social insurance by extending 

subscriptions to vulnerable occupational 

groups, the self-employed and workers 

abroad, as well as through increased 

enforcement of contribution requirements 

through labour inspections and mobile 

applications. Some governments are also 

subsidising contributions to encourage 

subscriptions—including to health 

insurance—especially among low-income 

workers.28 A key concern, however, remains 

the limited access to affordable and quality 

health care services.

Social assistance, and especially cash 

transfers (most of which are unconditional), 

food vouchers and targeted support to 

access basic health care have expanded 

dynamically over the past years (for 

an overview see Annex 1.3).29 Although 

countries are in the process of phasing 

out universal subsidies, some still remain 

26 World Social protection report 2017-2019. See Figures 6.8 and 6.21 as well as Annex IV, Tables B.16 and B.17 of the report.
27 This is particular the case on in GCC countries as well as Iran, Egypt, Algeria, Lebanon, Yemen and Jordan. See: Fiscal space for child-sensitive social protection in the 

MENA region (Bloch, Bilo, Helmy, Osorio and Soares 2019).
28 See also: Social Protection Reform in Arab Countries 2019 – ESCWA Report (ESCWA 2019).
29 For more on the subject, see: Overview of Non-contributory Social Protection Programmes in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) Region Through a Child and 

Equity Lens (Machado, Bilo, Soares and Osorio 2018) and Social Protection Reform in Arab Countries 2019 (ESCWA 2019).
30 Building Shock-Responsive National Social Protection Systems in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) Region (Tebaldi 2019).

in place, such as food price subsidies and 

some energy subsidies—such as for liquified 

petroleum gas. Several countries, such as 

Djibouti, Tunisia, Egypt, Morocco, Jordan 

and Iran, have established (or are in the 

process of establishing) social registries, 

which in some cases are also integrated with 

social insurance or other official registries. 

Households and individuals are included 

based on poverty targeting or as members 

of vulnerable population categories, such 

as persons with disabilities. It is difficult 

to estimate the coverage rates of social 

assistance schemes, but they are likely to 

cover a significantly larger share of the 

population than social insurance or labour 

market programmes.

In some countries, a more elaborate policy 

infrastructure has allowed for a relatively 

rapid scaling up of emergency income 

support during the current crisis. However, 

prior analyses have shown that the social 

protection systems of many countries 

in the region have several shortcomings 

when it comes to shock-responsiveness, 

including limited coordination between 

social protection, disaster management and 

humanitarian actors, a lack of contingency 

funds and limited national social registries in 

some countries.30

Gaps remain, especially in countries with a 

less developed social policy infrastructure, 

and in almost all countries with regard to 

migrants and refugees, who rank among 

the most vulnerable and least-protected 

people. In the GCC countries, foreign 

workers (mostly from South and South-

East Asia) comprise most of the population. 

Especially female foreign workers, who often 

6
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Table 1 provides an overview of the measures 

mapped by country (for more detailed 

information, see Annex 2). Figure 1 illustrates 

the share of social protection measures 

mapped as related to COVID-19 across six 

main areas: 1) ensuring financial protection 

in accessing health care; 2) leave policies; 3) 

unemployment protection; 4) cash transfers; 

5) In-kind transfers; and 6) other support

interventions for households (including

several measures, such as price subsidies,

fee exceptions and low-interest loans, see

section 3.3.3 for more details). In total, 195

measures were mapped across these six areas,

provided by governments and UN agencies. A

total of 16 countries have adopted measures

related to cash transfers, which is the most

common measure geographically, after the

‘other support mechanisms’ category. It is

worth pointing out that measures related

to cash transfers include vertical, horizontal

and implementation adaptations of existing

interventions, as well as the introduction of

entirely new ones.

work as domestic workers, are particularly 

vulnerable in these countries, with very 

limited access to social protection schemes. 

Protection gaps often also concern single 

or small households, typically with elderly 

people and/or persons with disabilities, 

who are especially difficult to cover in 

a crisis such as the current pandemic. 

Informal workers are another group that 

is usually not covered and which has been 

hit particularly hard by the current crisis. 

They constitute a large share of the ‘missing 

middle’—often neither covered by social 

assistance nor by social insurance measures.

3. SOCIAL PROTECTION POLICY RESPONSES TO THE COVID-19

CRISIS IN THE MENA/ARAB STATES REGION

3.1. Summary of measures mapped

FIGURE 1
Share of social protection measures by area 
(as a percentage), as of 22 June 2020 

Note: The Figure includes measures listed in Annex 2 
under 1.1; 1.2;1.3; 2.1, 2.2; 2.3 and 3.2. It also includes 
UN interventions comprising measures for both national 
populations (including IDPs) and refugees. For specific 
measures for foreign workers please see Section 3.4.1 or 
Annex 2 (3.1).

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Annex 2.

Cash Transfers
23%

Unemployment Protection
13%

Leave Benefits 8%

Other Support to HH
22%

In-kind
28%

Health Care 6%
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Algeria X X X X X X X

Bahrain X X X X X X

Djibouti X X X X X X X

Egypt X X X X X X X X X X

Iran X X X X X X X X X

Iraq X X X X X X X

Jordan X X X X X X X X X X X

KSA X X X X X X X X

Kuwait X X X X X X X X

Lebanon X X X X X X

Libya X X X X

Mauritania X X X

Morocco X X X X X X X

OPt X X X X X X X X X

Oman X X X X X X

Qatar X X X X X

Sudan X X X X X X

Syria X X X X X X X X

Tunisia X X X X X X X

UAE X X X X

Yemen X X X X X

SOCIAL INSURANCE AND LABOUR MARKET SOCIAL ASSISTANCE
SPECIAL 

POPULATIONS

IMPLEMENATION 

MEASURES

Financial 

protection 

in accessing 

health care

Leave 

benefits

Unemployment 

insurance, 

wage subsidies. 

and others

Changes 

in social 

security 

contribution 

and benefits

Cash 

transfers

In-kind 

transfers 

Other 

mechanisms 

to support 

household 

incomes 

Interventions 

to support 

foreign 

workers

Interventions 

to support 

refugees and 

IDPs

Admin./ 

operational 

tweaks due to 

emergency

Provider Gov. Gov. Gov. Gov. Gov. UN Gov. UN Gov. UN Gov. UN Gov. UN

TABLE 1
Summary table of all mapped measures (click on the ‘X’ to learn more about the specific intervention 
in Annex 2).
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Note: The Figure includes measures listed in Annex 2 under 1.1; 1.2;1.3; 2.1, 2.2; 2.3 and 3.2. UN interventions include 
measures both for national populations (including IDPs) and refugees. For specific measures for foreign workers please see 
Section 3.4.1 below or Annex 2 (3.1)

Source: authors’ elaboration based on Annex 2. 

Figure 2 illustrates the number of 

measures per country across the six 

areas, differentiating between measures 

implemented by the government and 

those implemented by UN agencies. 

The latter includes both measures for 

national populations, including IDPs, and 

interventions for refugees. It should be 

noted that there are likely more government 

interventions that include IDPs. However, 

this information is difficult to identify, 

hence measures for IDPs are limited to 

UN interventions in this mapping. Most 

measures were mapped in Jordan. It should 

be kept in mind that these figures merely 

provide a snapshot of measures; there are 

likely to be more.
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FIGURE 2
Social Protection measures per country, as of 22 June 2020

3.2. Social insurance and labour market measures

3.2.1. Ensuring financial protection in 
accessing health care for all

Ensuring free-of-charge access to testing 

for COVID-19 and health care treatment to 

all workers and their families, regardless 

of insurance and socioeconomic status or 

nationality is critical to limit the spread of 

infection and reduce mortality. As a response 

to the pandemic, many countries have taken

9



measures to enhance access to affordable 

health care, close gaps in social protection 

and extend financial protection in accessing 

testing and treatment. This includes:

• Ensuring free treatment and, in some

cases, free testing, including for those

people not covered by insurance (UAE,

Bahrain, KSA, Qatar, Iran, Oman) (in some

cases these measures also apply to non-

nationals, see Section 3.4.1)

• Capping testing costs (Lebanon).

• Renewal of health insurance, even for

those who were made redundant due to

the crisis (Morocco)

3.2.2.  Leave benefits: ensuring income 
security during inactivity due to 
COVID-19 

Although most workers are entitled to paid 

sick leave, under their countries’ respective 

labour laws, the COVID-19 crisis has exposed 

critical coverage gaps among large numbers 

of self-employed and those in non-standard 

employment who do not have access to 

sickness benefit schemes.31 This means that 

many workers have no choice but to report to 

work while sick (risking spread of infection) or 

suffer financial hardship. This may particularly 

affect workers on precarious contracts, 

including in sectors such as health care, 

cleaning, transportation and delivery, as well 

as domestic and agricultural workers.

Many countries in the region have taken 

emergency measures to eliminate 

protection gaps, in some cases covering not 

only those directly affected by COVID-19, but 

also other groups, such as those who must 

31 See also: COVID-19 crisis: a renewed attention to sickness benefits (ISSA 2020).
32 Assuming a 48-hour working week. ILO Monitor: COVID-19 and the world of work. Third edition (ILO 2020).

stay in quarantine because they are part of 

risk groups or those who have to care for 

(sick) dependants or children. Nevertheless, 

it can be noted that most measures mapped 

are for public sector employees. The most 

common measures include:

• Paid leave for employees in non-essential

services in the public sector (Algeria,

Djibouti, Jordan, Iraq, Kuwait), in some

cases for special groups, such as people

with children (Algeria, Egypt, UAE) or

those with chronic diseases (Algeria,

Egypt).

• Requiring employers to pay leave for

workers in the private sector, including in

case of self-quarantine (Algeria, Djibouti,

KSA, Jordan, Qatar, Oman).

• Not considering leave as sick leave and not

deducing it from workers’ leave balance,

but rather granting a special leave

instead (Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Qatar,

KSA).

• Paying part of sick leave through social

insurance organisations (Iran).

3.2.3.  Unemployment protection: 
preventing job losses and supporting 
the incomes of those who have lost their 
jobs

Unemployment and wage protection benefits 

are critical to manage the crisis, which has 

destroyed many jobs, and is estimated 

to have caused a significant decrease in 

working hours in the MENA/Arab States 

region in the second quarter of 2020, which 

is equivalent to approximately 6 million full-

time workers.32 Some countries have taken 
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measures to ensure that wages are still being 

paid, regulating their reduction or prohibiting 

dismissals altogether.33 Given this scenario, 

several measures have been carried out in 

the region to ensure that workers continue to 

receive salaries or can access unemployment 

benefits: 

• Supporting the full or partial payment

of salaries for private sector workers

through unemployment funds and through

support from the government (Bahrain,

KSA, Morocco, Jordan, Tunisia).

• Introducing mechanisms for retroactive

registration of informal businesses,

which previously did not comply with

social insurance legislation, to benefit

from wage and employment protection

(Jordan).

• Providing loans by commercial banks to

companies to pay salaries34, with low or

zero interest (Lebanon, Jordan, Iran,

Qatar).

• Facilitating access to unemployment

benefits for workers who have lost their

jobs by relaxing eligibility criteria and

scope of application (Iran, Jordan).

• Paying compensation for those who

have been laid off, with support from the

government (Djibouti).

• Supporting training and new jobseekers

(KSA).

33 Examples: Banning the dismissal of any employee during the crisis, as in Jordan, Defence Order No. (6) 2020 (Al-Mamlaka, 2020); allowing companies to reduce wages 
trough national or company-level agreements, as in Jordan (see Gov’t issues Defence Order No. 9 to support non-working employees, employers, daily wage workers, 
The Jordan Times 2020), provided that the difference is paid at a later stage (oPt - UNICEF CO Personal Communication), guaranteeing the salaries of current employees 
until the end of the year even with the falling price of oil, and determining that wages have to paid even during lockdown. 

34 Note that most countries have introduced special loan schemes for small and medium-sized enterprises to maintain employment. Here are listed only those that have 
the maintenance of jobs as a requirement or that are meant to pay salaries directly.

3.2.4. Modifying the payment of social 
security contributions and adjusting 
existing social insurance benefits 

To ameliorate the financial implications of 

the COVID-19 crisis, some social insurance 

institutions are either reducing or postponing 

the contributions to be paid by both 

employers and employees. The adjustment 

of social security benefits, such as pensions, 

has been less common. The most common 

measures include: 

• Reducing the contribution rate for

employees (Jordan).

• Temporarily suspending or postponing

payment of social insurance contributions

for employees (Jordan, Oman, oPt), for

employers (Lebanon, Morocco, Tunisia), or

both (Algeria, Kuwait).

• Suspending or exempting companies from

fines due to delayed payments (Algeria,

Lebanon, Oman).

• Increasing pensions or providing one-off

benefits to pensioners covered by the social

insurance system (Bahrain, Egypt, Tunisia).
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3.3. Social Assistance

3.3.1. Cash transfers

Many governments have put measures 

in place to provide income support to the 

population, financed via general government 

revenues. While some are introducing 

new emergency transfers, others are using 

existing schemes, expanding them to new 

beneficiaries and/or increasing benefit 

values. Many countries in the MENA/Arab 

States region are taking measures to include 

those who have been hit particularly hard 

by the crisis, such as informal workers, who 

constitute a great share of the labour force 

in the region and are often not covered by 

social insurance or existing social assistance 

schemes. 

Figure 3 shows the various COVID-19 related 

measures within the realm of cash transfers, 

the most ubiquitous being the introduction 

of new emergency cash transfers. It is 

important to note that some of these 

have been set up using the available 

infrastructure, most notably registries that 

already existed, to identify beneficiaries. 

Cash transfer measures include the 

following:

Vertical expansion and changes in payment 

frequency 

• Topping up the payments to beneficiaries

of existing programmes (Algeria, Bahrain,

Tunisia, Iraq, Jordan).

Horizontal expansion 

• Expanding the number of beneficiaries of
existing cash transfer programmes (Jordan,

Egypt, oPt).

• Establishing temporary emergency cash

transfer schemes (Jordan, Lebanon, Tunisia,

Morocco, Egypt, Iraq, oPt, Syria, KSA,

Kuwait, Mauritania, Sudan, Iran).

• Explicitly targeting informal and daily wage

workers through cash transfer programmes

(Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, Syria, Tunisia,

oPt).

• Targeting vulnerable population groups

through emergency cash transfers:

women, for example female headed-

households, widows or pregnant women

(Egypt, Kuwait, Mauritania), elderly people

(Egypt, Kuwait, Tunisia, Mauritania, Syria),

households with children or orphans

(Egypt, Kuwait, Tunisia, oPt) or people with

disabilities (Egypt, Tunisia, Mauritania,

Syria).

• Including beneficiaries from the waiting list
(oPt, Egypt).

• Using previously-created social registries or

databases for social assistance and social

insurance to identify new beneficiaries for

ongoing schemes, including using waiting

lists (Jordan, oPt, Egypt, Kuwait), or new

ones (Iraq, Lebanon, oPt).

• Including beneficiaries of emergency

grants in existing social assistance

programmes (Iraq–under discussion).
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Note: the Figure only considers government cash transfer interventions. Categories are not mutually exclusive. The Figure differentiates 
between expansion and registration strategies. 

Source:  authors’ elaboration based on Annex 2 (2.1)

Moreover, many UN agencies have supported 

the expansion of complementary, emergency 

cash transfer schemes in the region (for 

specific cash transfer schemes for refugees 

and IDPs see section 3.4.2.):

• Complementing national social safety nets

through new humanitarian emergency cash

transfers to vulnerable populations, such

as families with children under three years

old who were not eligible to the national

cash transfer programme (WFP in Egypt).

• Expanding existing humanitarian cash

transfers (HCTs) to new beneficiaries in

need (UNICEF in Jordan and Syria, WFP

oPt), or planning new HCTs (UNICEF in

Yemen, WFP in oPt).

Introducing a new emergency CT

Topping up payments (vertical expansion)

Expanding existing programmes

Using previous registries and platforms

Creating new registries

Opening existing registries/ platforms for new 
applications
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FIGURE 3
Number of interventions related to cash transfers

3.3.2. In-kind transfers

Another form of support that governments 

are providing to those in need are in-

kind transfers, mostly in the form of food, 

helping to ensure minimum consumption 

levels. Some countries are working towards 

expanding their existing in-kind transfer 

programmes, while others are establishing 

emergency programmes to address the needs 

of their populations during this time of crisis. 

The main government measures include:

13



• Providing food baskets and sanitation

materials for vulnerable families (oPt,

Algeria, Mauritania, Sudan, Syria, Iran, KSA,

Kuwait, Morocco).

• Providing food aid through voucher

systems (Djibouti, Jordan).

• Distributing in-kind transfers to

beneficiaries of existing cash transfer

programmes (Jordan, Iraq, oPt).

• Close coordination with the third sector

(non-governmental organisations—NGOs)

to provide in-kind food transfers (Egypt,

Iraq, Iran, Syria).

• Zakat Funds distributing food baskets

(Jordan, Sudan).

• Ramadan-related food transfers (Egypt, KSA,

Mauritania, Oman, Sudan).

Especially in fragile and crisis-affected 

countries, UN agencies are prominent in 

providing in-kind transfers to the national 

populations (for specific measures aimed at 

refugees and IDPs, see Section 3.4.2.): 

• Provision of food assistance and hygiene

items for local and displaced population by

UN agencies: WFP (Djibouti, Iraq, Libya, oPt,

Sudan, Syria, Yemen), UNICEF (oPt, Syria,

Yemen), UNRWA (oPt).

3.3.3. Other mechanisms to support the 
incomes of households (price subsidies, 
housing, loans, etc.)

In addition to direct food and in-kind transfers, 

governments in the region are implementing 

several other measures to support the 

incomes of households, including: 

• Exemption from electricity, water or other

utility bills, or delaying payment (Bahrain,

Djibouti, Iraq, Mauritania, Oman, Lebanon,

UAE).

• Exempting the import fees or setting a fixed
price for food and medical supplies (Jordan,

Mauritania, Qatar, Lebanon, Libya, Sudan,

Syria).

• Offering zero- or low-interest loans (Iran,

Egypt, Kuwait).

• Postponing loan instalments or banking

bills (Bahrain, Jordan, Iraq, KSA, Kuwait,

Morocco, oPt, Oman, UAE).

• Waiving and postponing of tax payments

(Lebanon, KSA, Iraq Mauritania, Egypt).

• Suspending rent payments (UAE, KSA).

• Establishing fuel subsidies (Oman, Yemen).

3.4. Social protection measures for foreign workers, IDPs and refugees 

3.4.1. Special measures to support 
foreign workers

Foreign workers across the region have 

limited access to social protection and health 

care services or may be hesitant in accessing 

them, particularly if they are undocumented 

or have an irregular migratory status. At the 

same time, they are particularly vulnerable to 

losing their jobs and falling into destitution. 

As a general rule in the Arab States, if foreign 
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workers lose their jobs or overstay their 

work/residence visa, they fall into irregular 

status and are subject to overstay penalties, 

detention and deportation. This is also a 

consequence of the operation of the Kafala 

(sponsorship) system. Female foreign workers 

are particularly at risk. 

In response, some governments in the 

region have taken steps to ensure that 

foreign workers, including those in an 

irregular situation, can access basic health 

and social assistance services: 

• Ensuring that foreign workers, including

those in an irregular situation, are

eligible for free testing/treatment (KSA,

Iran, Qatar). Other countries (Bahrain,

Oman, UAE) are offering free tests and

treatments for all residents, or certain

groups (however, without clearly

specifying irregular migrants).

• Ensuring that foreign workers receive

their full salaries, even if in quarantine

(Qatar).

• Providing food transfers to those in need,

including foreign workers (KSA, Oman,

Kuwait).

• Exempting foreign workers who become

irregular from the payment of penalties

and/or extending work/residence visas

(Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, Tunisia, KSA).

• Providing housing to foreign workers

(Kuwait).

• Postponing payment of rent, cancelling

fines, refunding insurance amounts and

security deposits (UAE).

3.4.2. Special measures to support 
refugees and IDPs

Refugees and IDPs are among the most 

vulnerable populations. They often live in 

precarious situations without the ability 

to fully isolate themselves or comply with 

lockdown and/or quarantine measures. 

This overview includes several measures 

explicitly targeting IDPs and/or refugees 

that are provided by UN agencies. It should, 

however, be noted that government-provided 

interventions for these groups may be 

included in the mainstream interventions 

presented above and not explicitly identified. 

Therefore, they are also not specifically 

mentioned in this section. For measures by 

UN agencies targeting the general population 

in humanitarian contexts, please refer to the 

previous Sections.

Examples of social protection measures 

targeting IDPs and/or refugees in response to 

the COVID-19 pandemic include: 

• Delivering food transfers to refugees (WFP

in Algeria and Djibouti, UNHCR in Libya,

UNRWA in oPt).

• Distributing hygiene products, such as hand

sanitisers (WFP in Iran, UNHCR in Libya,

UNHCR and IOM in Yemen, IOM in Iraq and

Sudan).

• Distributing vouchers for food and hygiene

products (WFP in Jordan, UNHCR in

Kuwait).

• Modifying cash-based transfers to include

hygiene products (UNHCR in Egypt, WFP

in Jordan).
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• Paying cash transfers to refugees (UNHCR

in Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Kuwait,

and Tunisia, WFP in Egypt, UNRWA in

Jordan and Lebanon, IOM in Lebanon), or

IDPs, or both (UNHCR and WFP in Iraq,

UNHCR in Yemen).

• Vertical expansion—increased benefits for
refugees and IDPs (WFP in Iraq).

• Temporarily expanding number of

beneficiaries of humanitarian assistance

programmes (WFP in Iraq, UNICEF in

Jordan and Syria, UNHCR in Jordan,

Lebanon and Tunisia, Yemen).

3.5. Administrative/ implementation measures

Countries in the MENA/Arab States region are 

undertaking several administrative measures 

to reduce human-to-human contact, thus 

helping to limit the spread of COVID-19 

among programme beneficiaries and staff. 

These measures encompass registration 

and verification, as well as delivery/payment 

channels. 

Registration

• Setting up online platforms for people

to register for new programmes (Egypt,

Iran, Jordan, Morocco for non-RAMED

households, Syria).

• Using call lines, text messages and

WhatsApp to register individuals and

inform them about payments (Morocco,

Kuwait).

• Using mobile applications for workers to

register and apply for sick leave (KSA).

• Using existing online platforms for

beneficiaries to register (Jordan—

allowance for daily workers).

Verification and conditionalities 

• Waiving or easing the proof requirements

that require physical contact, such as

medical revisions, to receive social 

assistance (Algeria, KSA).

• Lifting labour requirements on cash-for-

work activities and conditionalities for food

assistance (WFP in Sudan).

Payment of social security contributions 

• Enhancing online services to pay social

security contributions for both employers

and employees (Algeria, Jordan, Tunisia).

Delivery and payment of benefits

• Exempting pensioners from ATM cash

withdrawal fees (Egypt).

• Allowing proxies to receive benefits on

behalf of beneficiaries, for example for

pensions (Algeria, Morocco).

• Increasing the number of available payment

points, including in rural areas (Algeria,

Egypt, Morocco, WFP in Syria).

• Increasing the available opening hours of

payment/distribution sites (Algeria, UNICEF

in Yemen) or advancing payments to avoid

crowds (Tunisia, UNICEF in Yemen).
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4. POLICY CONSIDERATIONS

The COVID-19 pandemic has hit the 

MENA/Arab states region very hard, with 

particularly severe consequences for those 

already vulnerable and socially excluded. 

Acknowledging the crucial role of social 

protection in mitigating the crisis, both 

governments and UN actors in the region 

have taken a variety of measures, as outlined 

above. However, despite these efforts, the 

region faces several key challenges:

• Limited fiscal space (oil-exporting countries

were already facing challenges before the

pandemic; with the further decrease in oil

revenues, these will be further intensified).

• Reaching those not previously registered

in social assistance or social insurance

programmes (especially informal workers).

• Retaining jobs, which will be critical for

households to maintain their incomes and

recover quickly after the crisis.

• Difficulty in reaching conflict-affected areas
and a high number of refugees and IDPs,

often living in crowded camps and hence

more susceptible to the virus.

• Exclusion of informal workers, including non-

nationals, from national social protection

schemes.

In light of these challenges, the following policy 

recommendations should be considered:

Access to health care

• Ensuring free-of-charge access to testing

for COVID-19 and health care treatment to

all workers and their families, regardless

of insurance, socioeconomic or migration

status. Offering health care is not only a

human rights obligation, but also a public

health concern to contain the spread of the

virus. In addition, it should be ensured that

care-rationing choices should not be made

based on nationality or displacement

status.

Social insurance and labour market 

• Extending coverage and adequacy of sick

leave cash benefits by introducing new

eligibility criteria to include persons in

quarantine without symptoms and parents

whose children are affected by school

• Using digital means such as e-wallets and

bank transfers to disburse benefits (Jordan,

Tunisia, Morocco).

• Paying vouchers instead of in-kind transfers

(Jordan).

• Distributing food baskets through the

military corps (Jordan).

• Using door-to-door benefit delivery for
food, including school meals (WFP in Libya,

UNHCR in Iraq, UNRWA in Gaza, WFP 

Yemen).

• Converting school meals into cash (WFP in

Egypt, Tunisia).

• Delivering two-months’ worth of food

assistance (WFP in Sudan).

• Strengthening crowd management

instructions on social distancing for

beneficiaries (UNICEF in Yemen).

17



closures. Moreover, eligibility conditions 

should be reduced (for example, waiting 

periods to access benefits or the need for 

medical certificates). Finally, a reduction 

of employer costs related to paid leave 

obligations should be reconsidered, for 

example through reimbursement of paid 

leave costs through tax credits, or direct 

payments.

• Wage subsidy and job retention mechanisms 

to retain workers on the payroll are crucial 

for securing income for workers (especially 

those who cannot work from home). This 

includes subsidies for temporary contract 

reduction or suspension (as was carried 

out in Jordan, Brazil35 and South Africa36) 

among other measures.37  The example of 

Jordan further shows how to contribute 

to formalisation by extending benefits 

to businesses that were previously not 

registered in the social insurance system.

• Deduction in social insurance contributions 

are vital to allow companies the necessary 

resources to cover payroll costs.38 In the 

medium to long term, however, those who 

can contribute should do so to decrease 

financial pressure on the social insurance 

system. 

• Where unemployment benefits exist, 

35 Through the Emergency Benefit for the Preservation of Employment and Income (Benefício Emergencial de Preservação do Emprego e da Renda—BEm), Brazil’s 
Ministry of Economy will pay part of the wages of workers whose working hours were reduced or whose contracts were suspended, for up to 90 days. The receipt of 
BEm will not be deducted from unemployment insurance in case of dismissal, but the share of forgone earnings that it replaces is lower for higher-wage workers. See: 
Protección social y respuesta al COVID-19 en América Latina y el Caribe. II Edición: Asistencia Social (Rubio, Escaroz, Machado, Palomo and Sato 2020). 

36 In South Africa, the scheme is not fixed, but the share of forgone earnings that it replaces is lower for higher-wage workers: COVID-19 Temporary Employee / Employer 
Relief Scheme (Department of Labour 2020).

37 Other options to be considered: replacing a share of the earnings forgone by the worker due to hours not worked, over a maximum period of time, or providing low-inter-
est loans to companies conditional on not dismissing any workers (as in Iran). Other important support mechanisms for businesses that are not part of this Note include: 
decreased loans, tax reliefs and rent deferrals. 

38 For more on this topic, see: Social Protection Response to the COVID-19 Crisis: Options for Developing Countries (Gerard, Imbert and Orkin 2020).
39 The Albanian government has doubled unemployment benefits. See: Qeveria pagesë direkte për të vetëpunesuarit sa 2 herë rroga e deklaruar; dyfishon pagesat e 

ndihmës ekonomike dhe papunësisn (Exit News 2020).
40 Belize allocated USD75 million to the COVID-19 Unemployment Relief Programme, which aims to support all unemployed persons who lost their jobs as a result of 

COVID-19, as well as those who had been unemployed even before the COVID-19 crisis. The Ministry of Finance is responsible for providing the funds to the pro-
gramme, which is being carried out through borrowing, both locally through the Central Bank, and internationally through relations with the international financial institu-
tions. See also: Protección social y respuesta al COVID-19 en América Latina y el Caribe. II Edición: Asistencia Social (Rubio, Escaroz, Machado, Palomo and Sato 2020). 

41 Costa Rica introduced the Bono Proteger programme, which will provide monthly transfers for both informal workers and those in the formal labour market who have 
lost their jobs, had their contracts suspended or had a reduction in working hours. Decreto Ejecutivo N° 42305-MTSS-MDHIS

42 For more, see: Decreto de Urgencia N. 038-2020, which establishes complementary measures to mitigate the economic effects of COVID-19.
43 For more, see: Decreto Legislativo n. 488 de 27 de marzo de 2020. 

they should be extended; for example, by 

reducing eligibility criteria. Where they 

offer low compensation or are short-lived, 

an increase in duration/benefit levels 

should be considered (as in countries 

such as Albania39). For informal workers, 

complementary measures, such as 

emergency cash transfers, are also crucial 

(for more on this, see next page). 

• Where unemployment insurance does 

not exist, governments should invest in 

establishing emergency funds to provide 

unemployment benefits to all people 

affected, as was done in Iran, but also in 

other countries, such as Belize40 and Costa 

Rica41. Given that lump sum severance 

payments are often more common than 

unemployment insurance schemes, 

governments could also consider topping 

up the severance amount, allowing 

anticipated or gradual withdrawals (as in 

Peru42 and Colombia43). 

• If possible, include self-employed formal 

(registered) workers in the unemployment 

schemes described above. Other measures 

can include emergency low-interest 

credit lines for self-employed workers. 

Repayment of loans could be made 

contingent on self-employed workers’ 

future income to mitigate concerns of 
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increasing indebtedness (as in Jamaica44 

and Uruguay45).

• Support workers, in both private and public

sectors, with their family obligations by

allowing flexible work arrangements as

well as special leave policies. For those who

cannot work from home, child care options

that are safe and appropriate in the

context of COVID-19 should be offered (for

example, emergency on-job childcare).46

Social assistance

• Provide in-kind and especially cash transfer

programmes through vertical (increased

benefits) and horizontal (increased

caseload) expansion. Given the large share

of informal workers in the region who

are often in vulnerable employment and

without access to existing social protection

systems, special efforts must be—and have

been—taken to include informal workers.

To this end, it will also be key to undertake

comprehensive socioeconomic impact

assessments to understand the primary

and secondary impacts of the crisis and

identify and target newly affected and

vulnerable groups.

A few additional points to be considered:

• Leveraging existing databases: In some

cases, existing social registries with

information on poor and vulnerable

people can be used to identify additional

beneficiaries, as done in Egypt47, as well as

44 For more, see: We Care—Jamaica
45 Small and medium enterprises are offered favourable conditions for debt refinancing, subsidised by the National Development Agency: Más medidas de apoyo para 

micro y pequeños empresarios: subsidio directo y seguro por cese de actividad (ANDE 2020).
46 For more, see: Family-friendly policies and other good workplace practices in the context of COVID-19 (UN Women, UNICEF and ILO 2020).
47 The WFP in Egypt is providing a cash transfer to beneficiaries originally not eligible for the Takaful programme.
48 The new programme Ingreso Solidário is using data from the SISBEN single registry to identify poor and vulnerable households who were not beneficiaries of other 

social protection programmes.
49 The Government of Brazil is using data from the Single Registry of Beneficiaries (Cadastro Único) to assess eligibility to the new emergency cash transfer (Auxílio Emer-

gencial).
50 In the case of Bono Universal.
51 For example, school meals can be provided as take-home rations, as done by the WFP in Libya and Yemen. Other options include shifting to home delivery or disbursing 

cash instead of school meals. 

in Colombia48 and Brazil49. Governments 

should work in close cooperation with 

actors who can support the provision of 

information and databases (for example, 

workers’ organisations, as in Iran). In 

addition, actively enrol large parts of the 

population in emergency assistance 

programmes (as was done in Peru50). To 

ensure that current emergency response 

gains are ‘systematised’ and leveraged 

into systems-building, new beneficiary 

information should be maintained to 

support them in the future if needed (as is 

being considered in Iraq and Libya).

• Outreach and enrolment: Information and

communication is key, and new strategies

might need to be considered to reach all

vulnerable groups through, for example,

local actors (as detailed below) and the

use of technology, which can facilitate

self-enrolment quickly and relatively

safely. However, in some contexts, these

processes can exclude individuals who

lack access to the Internet, a computer or

smartphone, unless alternative systems are

set up (see also next point).

• Payment and delivery systems: most

countries in the region have already

adapted programmes to ensure social

distancing and avoid crowds, for both cash

and in-kind benefits51. For the medium

term, it is advisable for cash transfers to

shift to digital payment systems to the

extent possible, for example by allowing

beneficiaries to register their existing

19

http://www.wecare.gov.jm/
https://www.ande.org.uy/noticias/item/nuevas-medidas-de-gobierno-para-micro-y-pequenos-empresarios-subsidio-y-seguro-por-cese-de-actividad.html
https://www.ande.org.uy/noticias/item/nuevas-medidas-de-gobierno-para-micro-y-pequenos-empresarios-subsidio-y-seguro-por-cese-de-actividad.html
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/family-friendly-policies-and-other-good-workplace-practices-in-the-context-of-covid-19-en.pdf?la=en&vs=4828


bank accounts. For those without bank 

accounts52, digital accounts can be opened 

(as was done in Brazil53). This will also be 

key for countries´ shock-responsiveness in 

the long run. Yet, safe alternatives need to 

be considered for those who do not have 

access to mobile phones with a stable 

Internet connection.54  

• Conditionalities: Conditionalities of cash

transfers and public works programmes

should be removed or made more

flexible (as was done in the Philippines55),

especially when they require physical

contact, such as school attendance or

routine health check-ups.

Specific considerations regarding foreign 
workers: 

To ensure quality of treatment and non-

discrimination for foreign workers (particularly 

for low-skilled/low-income workers and 

domestic workers) the following steps should 

be considered: 

• Uninsured foreign workers or those who

are undocumented should have access

to testing and subsequent treatment if

needed.

• Foreign workers should be able to benefit

from employment retention schemes and

support packages on equal footing with

nationals (as was done in Portugal, for

example56).

• Provide cash to buy food and access to

52 According to the Global Financial Inclusion Database in 2017, only about 37 per cent of the population in the MENA/Arab States region had access to a bank account or a 
mobile money service. See: DataBank – Global Financial Inclusion (World Bank, n.d.).

53 The Brazilian public bank Caixa Econômica Federal is responsible for the payment of the emergency cash benefit. For individuals that do not have a bank account, a 
digital account was automatically opened, through which individuals can access the money and make transfers and payments without the need to withdraw the money 
via an ATM. 

54 This can be the case for the elderly in particular, who at the same time are more at risk of contracting COVID-19. Allowing proxies to collect benefits might be an option 
in these cases. For more information, see How older people can safely collect pension payments during the COVID-19 pandemic (Kelly, Lloyd-Sherlock, Juergens 2020) 
and Responding to crisis with digital payments for social protection: Short-term measures with long-term benefits (Rutkowski, Mora, Bull, Guermazi, Grown 2020).

55 The Flagship 4Ps CCT programme waived conditionalities, continuing the provision of full cash grants over the crisis period. See also: DSWD temporarily waives 4Ps 
conditionalities. Philippine Information Agency (Broño 2020).

56 In Portugal, the government decided to regularise all foreign workers who had pending residential visa requests, granting them access to the health system and the 
same social rights available to nationals. For more information, see: SEF vai legalizar todos os estrangeiros em situação irregular em Portugal (ECO 2020).

emergency accommodation and adequate 

water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) 

services to foreign domestic workers and 

casual workers, many of whom are likely to 

have an irregular status. 

Specific considerations regarding refugees and 
IDPs:

Many of the considerations listed above also 

apply in humanitarian contexts. However, 

refugees and IDPS are at particular risk, 

as they often live in camps or informal 

settlements with limited access to health and 

social protection services. 

Some considerations related to social 

protection for refugees and IDPs include: 

• At minimum, facilitate the inclusion of IDPs

in government social protection responses,

when not yet included.

• Where possible, scale up existing

interventions by, for example, re-including

previously excluded beneficiaries,

• Make adjustments to avoid large gatherings

and human-to-human contact, especially in

camps. For beneficiary registration, where

not absolutely necessary for operational

continuity, biometric data collection

should be avoided;

• Implement complementary hygiene and other

WASH-related interventions, especially for

those living in camps or camp-like settings.

This should include the distribution of
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essential personal hygiene items, including 

soap and disposable towels. 

Cross-cutting policy considerations across 

programmes:

• Shock-responsive social protection: Those 

with stronger social protection systems are 

in a better position to expand and adapt 

existing mechanisms. The crisis provides 

the opportunity to enhance the shock 

responsiveness of systems immediately, in 

such a way that new features can also be 

used in the future.57

• Timeliness and scale: Needs cut across the 

whole income distribution; some may be 

temporary in nature, but it is important to 

quickly reach those affected. While there 

are no perfect solutions, the main focus 

of short-term responses should be on 

reducing exclusion errors, ensuring that no 

one is being left behind. 

• Complementarity and coordination: The 

different measures require coordination 

among different stakeholders, across 

different State levels but also including 

non-State actors, such as NGOs, religious 

organisations and workers’ organisations 

in all sectors, including agriculture, which 

can play a key role in identifying those 

most in need, and disseminate important 

information.58  

• Fiscal space: The crisis has demonstrated 

the need to quickly and sustainably 

expand fiscal space for social protection. 

In some countries, international support 

will be required to ensure an adequate 

immediate response to the crisis. In others, 

57 For more on shock-responsive social protection, see: Programme Guidance: Strengthening Shock Responsive Social Protection Systems (UNICEF 2020). 
58 See also: Social Protection Response to the COVID-19 Crisis: Options for Developing Countries (Gerard, Imbert, Orkin 2020).
59 For more, see also: Gender-Responsive Social Protection during COVID19: Technical note  (UNICEF 2020).
60 As in the case of the SSC in Jordan, but also in other countries, such as Argentina, where it is possible for those who were rejected for the emergency cash transfer 

(Ingreso Familiar de Emergencia) to request a review of their application by the Internet or phone on pre-defined days, according to the last number of their identification 
document. See also Ingreso Familiar de Emergencia (IFE): cómo pueden reclamar quienes fueron rechazados para el cobro del Bono de Anses de ARS 10.000 (Infobae 
2020). 

increased indebtedness must be followed 

up with progressive tax reforms, together 

with improved social protection systems.

• Gender-sensitive social protection: 

Responses need to consider gendered 

aspects alongside disability, age and other 

characteristics of marginalised groups 

in needs assessments and decisions on 

targeting, design and implementation. 

Moreover, it will be crucial for social 

protection programming to integrate 

approaches to prevent and respond to 

gender-based violence.59  

• Design tweaks: Measures, such as online 

services, need to be further enhanced and 

improved for both social assistance and 

insurance to contain the further spread of 

the virus, providing alternatives to those 

without access to technology. 

• Communication and grievance redressal 

mechanisms: The population needs to 

be informed not only about the virus, 

but also about available support, their 

requirements and benefit structures. 

Moreover, grievance redressal mechanisms 

are key for all interventions, requiring call 

lines or online channels.60
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