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Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, social protection
systems in the Arab region were weak, fragmented, not
inclusive and non-transparent. They were also costly and
unsustainable. Underinvestment in these systems and
exclusion of vulnerable populations were key challenges.
Less than 30 per cent of the population in the Arab region
were covered by social protection programmes.

Most social protection systems were funded through
Government budgets or external assistance and not
through contributions from beneficiaries or employers.
The COVID-19 crisis spotlighted the problems of the
social contract between people and Governments and
presented a historic opportunity to address some of the
challenges facing social protection systems. Lessons
learned in various countries were identified as useful
examples for change, in addition to certain innovations.

The level of spending on COVID-19 in the Arab region
varied from one group of countries to another but
generally remained lower than global spending. In the
Arab region, 3.9 per cent of the gross domestic product
(GDP) was spent on COVID-19 compared to a global
average of 22.6 per cent. The wealthier member countries
of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) spent the most,
namely $69.9 billion, compared to $24.78 billion spent by
the remaining Arab countries. Sources of spending also
differed from one country to the other. In Tunisia and
Morocco, the private sector provided funds worth $410
million and $104.5 million, respectively. While most Arab
countries reprioritized their national spending or created
special funds, conflict-stricken countries relied mainly on
humanitarian aid and donor funding.



I

Social assistance

Financial policy support

ﬁ Labour markets

$
Loan and tax benefits e/

General policy support

Social insurance

Unemployment waiver

@ Health

support

In addition, spending on COVID-19 went towards different
areas, including social assistance (cash transfer, school
feeding and others), loan and tax benefits (tax exemption,
interest rate waiver and others), social insurance
unemployment waiver, sick leave pensions and others),
labour markets (wage subsidies, paid leave and work from
home), health-related support (free vaccines, testing,
heath-care systems, and others), financial policy support
(soft loan and credit support, tax exemption and others)
and general policy support (creation of funds, digital
solutions and others).

In this context, the Arab region, in general, allocated 18 per
cent of fiscal support for social protection. Somalia
allocated as much as 100 per cent, followed by Lebanon
with 96.8 per cent and by Iraq with 95 per cent.
Oil-importing countries focused spending on health and
targeted social transfers, while oil-exporting countries
prioritized temporary tax reductions, extended payment
deadlines and increased other spending such as partial
salary payments to preserve jobs.

Arab Governmental response to COVID-19
1. Political will %@
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During COVID-19 social protection
policy shift in the Arab region targeted
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The Missing Middle

The response to the COVID-19 pandemic in terms of social
protection measures demonstrated strong political will
with the substantive disbursement of funds to alleviate
the needs of vulnerable populations, and social solidarity
through the innovative use and creation of solidarity
funds. In an unprecedented manner, this effort drew
assistance from the private sector and other stakeholders
to feed into these governmental social protection
programmes.

The Arab region witnessed a policy shift from targeting
only the poorest population to also including the “missing
middle”, such as informal workers who often did not
receive any social protection benefits prior to the
pandemic because they were not deemed eligible (for
example Egypt, Jordan and Morocco). This shed light on
the extent to which this group of workers was neglected
pre-COVID-19 and the connected structural challenges.



INNOVATIVE TECHNOLOGIES Arab
countries use for social protection
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Cash transfers E-wallets Digital registration

Arab countries excelled in using innovative technologies
for the delivery of social protection programmes,
especially cash transfers that were delivered to
beneficiaries in just a few days through newly created
outlets, e-wallets and digital registration. The unique
constraints imposed by COVID-19 inspired innovations in
the design and delivery of education, health and social
protection, which not only protected access to services
under extraordinarily challenging conditions, but also
facilitated more inclusive outreach.
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The pandemic accelerated
Governmental collaboration

In many Arab countries, the pandemic accelerated
stronger partnerships and greater collaboration between
different stakeholders. This was especially demonstrated,
among others, through collaborations between different
governmental parties at the national level, the
sharing/using of databases of beneficiaries (civil registry,
vital statistics, tax and social insurance database) and
e-platforms such as Government-to-Government (G2G)
sites in Egypt.

Social protection systems
should EVOLVE to become
sustainable

2

However, since most response measures to COVID-19
were temporary, they are less likely to be sustained and
will not constitute sufficient incentive (or contribution) to
transforming social protection systems in the region into
sustainable, life-course systems that are
contribution-based, inclusive and equitable. Ideally, these
systems should evolve into the universal entitlement of
basic services that are provided to all and not tied to
contributions alone.

der
$

Rather than putting in place new legislation, countries
relied on other mechanisms to deliver the spending
packages, such as extrabudgetary funds or executive
decrees. While these measures promptly facilitated
spending on social protection programmes, they
undermined accountability mechanisms of fiscal policy
decisions in Arab countries.



The reform of social
protection should include:

Universal entitlement
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Better targeting

Transforming traditional systems into life-course systems
will require some major reforms including legislative
reforms, particularly on taxation, expansion of the
contributory base and other sources of funding. This will
also require strong political will, which can be reinforced
through societal dialogues between the State, the private
sector, employees, unemployed non-contributory potential
beneficiaries, and other stakeholders.

Reform of social protection systems can build on the level
of maturity of the existing system and can benefit from rich
global experiences in building social protection systems
and from the responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. These
experiences include legislation, sustainable sources of
funding, technology and innovation, improved targeting,
universal entitlement such as universal child allowance or
basic income guarantee, and strong and transparent
institutions  (effective  public  procurement, open
government, anti-corruption measures, and others). These
types of universal and permanent programmes can
constitute a major step in the right direction towards
life-course-based social policy.

A transition period will be required between current and
reformed systems that may require solidarity funding to
bridge the gap. Meanwhile, contingency planning can help
address potential future crises.
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Introduction

The Middle East is the most unequal region in the
world, with the richest 10 per cent and 1 per cent of the
population, accounting for more than 60 per cent and 25
per cent of total regional income in 2016, respectively.
Particularly bad performers are the population-rich, oil-
poor Arab countries where income inequality levels are
almost on a par with South Africa and Brazil. Despite a
growing number of social reforms in many countries of
the region, fragmented health services, weak educational
institutions, inadequate social protection measures and
social inequalities have been persistent and deepening.

Despite significant improvements in the extension of
social protection coverage in the Arab region during
the last few years, many gaps and challenges still
exist. Overall, social protection systems in the Arab
region were characterized by fragmentation, lack of
inclusiveness and transparency, and underinvestment.
Accelerated population growth, increasing poverty and a
global context of free capital, international labour flows
and private-sector dominance were some of the factors
that undermined the development of national protection
systems.

The response of Arab Governments to the COVID-19
pandemic highlighted these disparities, even if some
measures were effective in the immediate term. The
COVID-19 pandemic has opened up an opportunity to both
assess previous social policy reforms, their effectiveness
and impact, and to learn from global experiences not only
in addressing repercussions of COVID-19 but also in the
broader realm of social policy interventions.

Many achievements were accomplished by Arab
countries through their responses to COVID-19, notably
in the area of expanding social protection to cover more
beneficiaries. The use of technology such as e-wallets
and digital registration facilitated extensively the
delivery of cash transfers. Technology and innovation
were also used to reduce inequalities in access to health
and education.

This report embarked on actionable policy research
to examine and assess the interplay of the social

policy dimensions, global experiences and regional
responses to the pandemic in the Arab region. By
critically engaging with the actions and priorities
of a variety of stakeholders, the report develops
and advocates policy for judicious and methodical
implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), combating inequality and supporting the
agenda of leaving no one behind.

Outline of the report

The report is organized as follows: Chapter 1 sets
out the Arab social policy context and conceptual
framework of the report. First, it describes the current
situation in countries across the region and provides an
overview of past efforts to address inequalities. It also
presents the conceptual framework of the report which
is based on a life-course approach to social policy
and examination of the institutional configuration
of social protection responses to COVID-19. This
is underpinned by working definitions for social
policy and social protection that will be used in the
subsequent chapters. Chapter 2 provides an overview
of the regional response to COVID-19. It critically
assesses the impact of interventions and measures by
Arab Governments to deal with the COVID-19 pandemic
in the social protection sectors. It includes two case
studies on Egypt and Morocco. Chapter 3 focuses on
re-examining policy and financial sustainability and
resource allocations. It takes stock of and evaluates
the effectiveness of reallocation of resources and their
sustainability beyond the COVID-19 reaction measures.
Chapter 4 focuses on innovation in different sectors
regionally and globallym and examines the interplay
between policy interventions, more effective regulatory
and governance frameworks and resource allocations
to reflect on future innovation needed in social policy.
The aim of innovation is to solve social policy problems
more effectively inthe Arab region, given the challenging
balance many countries face between fiscal reform and
social protection effectiveness and coverage. Chapter
5 distils the main findings of the report to propose
innovative recommendations to ensure an effective
Government response that guarantees social justice in
times of crisis.



Data and methods

The report is based on a comprehensive literature and
data search about the COVID-19 responses of Arab
Governments as well as key social indicators. The main
data sources are the COVID-19 tracker of the Economic
and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) and
the ESCWA data portal. A comprehensive literature search
covered Devex Government policy statements on the
COVID-19 response for all Arab countries and up-to-date
global publications by the World Bank, the International
Policy Centre for Inclusive Growth (IPC-IG), the
International Labour Organization (ILO) and other relevant
United Nations agencies. The report also benefited from
interviews conducted with senior social protection officials
in Egypt and Morocco. Finally, the database of the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) was used to enrich chapter 5 focusing on
innovation in different fields.

Conceptual framework

Two main points are to be taken into account in terms
of the conceptual framework used in this report. First, it
relies on the life-course approach that is dominant in the
literature on global social policy and has been used to
frame both social assistance and COVID-19 interventions.
The advantage of this approach is that it permits a
comprehensive mapping of population groups affected
by income fluctuations and life contingencies across the
human life course. Hence, this facilitates an analysis of
COVID-19 interventions in terms of both horizontal and
vertical coverage? whereby, subject to data availability, the
report reveals the extent to which COVID-19 interventions
have extended the population size of beneficiaries and/or
the range of benefits available.

Second, in offering a categorization of COVID-19
interventions, the life-course approach tells only half the
story. To offer longer-term insights for policy action, an
institutional/political analysis is needed that will offer
deeper insight for future reforms of the social policy
systems in the Arab countries. The report, therefore,
leans on social policy frameworks, primarily the social
rights-based approach that focuses on the potential

redistributive and equitable consequences of COVID-19
interventions. These will require consideration of the
institutional reforms currently witnessed during the
pandemic and the extent to which they may form the basis
for a move towards more comprehensive and potentially
universal systems of social policy and social protection
(including “targeting” within the universalism approach
as advocated for by experts in lower- and middle-income
countries). The various components of the life-course
approach and the institutional political analysis lens are
outlined below.

The life-course approach adopted by the United Nations
aims to ensure that all people have access to social
protection when needed at all times throughout their lives,
from birth to death. This also embodies the principle of
leaving no one behind as stipulated in the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development as it minimizes exclusion
from benefits and social exclusion as a whole. A common
categorization of life-course stages is the following:

a. Pregnant women and infants (the first 1,000 days,
from conception to 2 years of age);

b. Children (from 2-18 years of age, sometimes
separating those under 5 years);

c. Youth (18-25, 18-30 or 18-35 years of age, depending
on each country’s definition);

d. Working age (18-60 or 25-65 years of age, again
varying from country to country);

e. Old age (60+ or 65+ years of age, rising in some
countries according to changes in the retirement age).

An integrated social policy system (meaning
comprehensive coverage of the life cycle and linked to
other social services) must meet the needs of all residents
for essential social services. The life-course approach is
useful not only because it reinforces the notion of leaving
no one behind, but also because it allows for a logical
disaggregation of social policy interventions according
to age cohorts, for instance, school feeding for children,
unemployment insurance for working adults and pensions

for older persons, among others.

The COVID-19 Pandemic in the Arab Region: An Opportunity to Reform Social Protection Systems



The aim of this level of analysis in the report is to provide
deeper insight into the key decision-making processes
that are taking shape during the pandemic by Arab
Governments and whether these are indicative of more
fundamental restructuring of social policies. Given that
most countries in the Arab region have a mix of social
policy and protection actors comprising State, market,
community, civil society and family, the report highlights
which actors are at the forefront of this provision, which
is the basis of entitlements and whether the interventions
are providing adequate benefits. This will help to analyse
the likely consequences on income inequality and poverty
in the longer term.

Social protection systems: in
pursuit of an ideal

Thetwo key concepts guiding this report are social policy and
social protection. Social policy is concerned “with the ways
societies across the world meet human needs for security,
education, work, health and well-being”.® It addresses how
“states and societies respond to national, regional and global
challenges of social demographic and economic challenges
and of poverty, migration and globalisation”.*

Social protection can be broadly defined as “the set of
programmes and interventions designed to preventing or
alleviating poverty, vulnerability and social exclusion by
supporting and protecting individuals and their families
in the event of adverse income shocks, and by providing
access to basic social services. Social protection
instruments are a key element of social welfare policy.”®
The range of social protection instruments has expanded
in recent years, but they can be broadly classified into the

following three categories:

e “Social insurance and pension schemes funded
by workers’ voluntary or compulsory contributions
(and employers’ contributions). Their main aim
is to cushion the impact of shocks such as
unemployment, health issues limiting the capacity
to work, and more permanent adjustments in
income due to ageing and retirement. Throughout

their working lives, individuals or their employers
contribute regularly to a fund and may claim benefits
in case of illness, disability or occupational injury,
unemployment, maternity, and upon retirement.

* Social assistance schemes funded by public
resources (non-contributory), and in-kind or cash
transfers. Theiraimisto prevent and alleviate poverty
and provide basic services to people in situations
of poverty and vulnerability, such as the elderly,
persons with disabilities and low-income earners.
Under such schemes, in-kind transfers can include
food transfers, minimum income entitlements,
scholarships, housing allowances or subsidies
on essential goods such as food or oil and gas.
They also include free or low-cost access to basic
services such as health care, education and water.
These kinds of aid are largely directed at certain
categories of the population based on income and
economic means, location or family characteristics.

e Labour market programmes and regulations
designed to help the unemployed to access the
job market and guarantee minimum standards
in the workplace. They
employment and public works schemes, return-
to-work support programmes, support for small-
scale entrepreneurs, microfinance, micro-insurance

development  activities.”

include subsidized

and  community

United Nations instruments such as the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights recognize social
protection as a human right. It is regarded as a key tool
for tackling extreme poverty and social exclusion, and for
promoting human dignity across the life cycle. States, in
this context, have an obligation to ensure that people's
right to social protection is realized. Social protection is
also fundamental to achieving the 2030 Agenda. Through
its contribution to the social and economic pillars of
sustainable development, it is reflected directly or indirectly
in at least five of the 17 SDGs (box 1).

In addition to reducing poverty, social protection systems
are fundamental in preventing that people fall back into
poverty across the life cycle. This supports the fundamental
United Nations principle of leaving no one behind, which is



Box 1. Sustainable Development Goals and targets
with a direct or indirect reference to social protection

o Target 1.3 — Implement nationally appropriate social

. . protection systems and measures for all, including
Mﬁ,w floors, and by 2030 achieve substantial coverage of
L) the poor and the vulnerable.
GOOD HEALTH
AND WELL-BEING

e

GENDER Target 5.4 — Recognize and value unpaid care and
S domestic work through the provision of public
services, infrastructure and social protection policies
and the promotion of shared responsibility within the
household and the family as nationally appropriate.

Target 3.8 — Archieve universal heaith covarage,
including financial risk protection, access to quality
essential health-care services and access to safe,
effective, quality and affordable essential medicines
and vaccines for all.

¢

DECENT WORK AND
ECONOMIC GROWTH

o

REDUCED
10 INEQUALITIES Target 10.4 — Adopt policies, especially fiscal, age
- and social protection policies, and progressively
d=) achieve greater equality.
b4

Target 8.5 — By 2030, acieve full and productive
employment and decent work for all women and men,
including for young people and persons with
disabilities, and equal pay for work of equal value.
[social protection is one of the four pillars of decent work]

emphasized in SDG target 1.3, highlighting, in particular, the
global commitment to building social protection floors as
the fundamental element of each country’s social protection
system, to ensure at least a basic level of social security
for all and to extend social protection coverage to those
excluded.

Social protection floors are defined in accordance with
ILO Recommendation 202 (2012), whereby States should
provide the basic social security guarantees to at least
all residents and children as defined in national laws and
regulations. The social protection floors should comprise at
least the following basic social security guarantees:®

a. Access to a nationally defined set of goods and services,
constituting essential health care, including maternity
care, that meets the criteria of availability, accessibility,
acceptability, and quality;

b. Basic income security for children, at least at a nationally
defined minimum level, providing access to nutrition,
education, care, and any other necessary goods and
services;

c. Basic income security, at least at a nationally defined
minimum level, for persons at an active age who are

unable to earn sufficient income, in particular in cases of
sickness, unemployment, maternity and disability;

d. Basic income security, at least at a nationally defined
minimum level, for older persons.

In reality, the application of social protection has evolved
over the years to include social provisioning characterized as
universal, or selective through targeting. Under universalism,
the entire population is the beneficiary of social benefits as a
basic right, while under targeting, eligibility to social benefits
involves some kind of means testing to determine the most
deserving. Policy regimes are hardly ever purely universal
or purely based on targeting and often tend to be hybrid.°
In the 1970s and 1980s, many developing countries shifted
away from “broad social policies that emphasized universal
benefits (but that often only covered a small fraction of the
population) toward programs that required beneficiaries to
meet specific criteria.”°

Targeting, however, proved to include different challenges,
such as limited statistical capacity to determine eligible
groups, exclusion and inclusion errors in the administration
of programmes, and costly and cumbersome administrative
burdens to plan and implement these targeted programmes.
In addition, targeting has been used as a form of patronage
in some counties; it was also perceived as a divisive tool
in certain societies, especially when some groups were
deemed ineligible to benefit from certain programmes."
These were often named the “missing middle” and were
poor and needed social protection. However, they never
benefitted from social protection programmes since they
did not meet the eligibility criteria set by the Government,
including, among others, demographic and socioeconomic
indicators.

Against this backdrop, there seems to be a global shift in
rethinking targeting towards advocating for universalist
policies such as universal basic income (UBI),"> universal
child allowance and universal access to health care, among
others. The ideal social protection programme as envisaged
by the United Nations would move towards right-based
access for all, delinking eligibility for social insurance and
health care from contributions or payments. As per human
rights principles, anyone unable to pay or contribute to funds
should be entitled, nevertheless, to receive benefits such as
unemployment and health care directly from the State.

The COVID-19 Pandemic in the Arab Region: An Opportunity to Reform Social Protection Systems



Pre-COVID-19 social
protection systems in the Arab
region: gaps and challenges

Despite significant improvements in the extension of
social protection coverage in many parts of the world,
progress in building social protection systems pre-
COVID-19 was still lagging behind in other parts. Many
low- and middle-income countries, at the global level,
have established social protection systems and extended
coverage, protecting 45 per cent of the global population
in at least one social protection policy area; yet, the
other 55 per cent remained unprotected. By 2017, only
29 per cent of the global population enjoyed access to
comprehensive social security systems, whereas 71
per cent were covered partially or not at all.™

In the Arab States, the lack of data allows only a partial
assessment of effective social protection coverage.™ It
is estimated, however, that pre-COVID-19 only less than
30 per cent of people in the Arab region were covered by
some form of social protection.’™ The social protection
systems in the Arab region were characterized by
fragmentation andlack of inclusiveness and transparency.
The system also suffered from underinvestment.

Social protection systems are linked to the prevailing
social contract. The Arab countries are particularly
known for exercising a type of social contract generally
described as an “autocratic bargain”. This type of political
arrangement was historically based on the provision of
free health care and education, governmental jobs for
all graduates and low prices, made possible through
subsidies, for necessities such as bread and fuel but
limited political and civil liberties, mainly benefitting the
urban middle classes. The persistence of social welfare
systems that are biased towards the interests of political
and urban elites meant that political systems in these
countries have been unable to provide quality services in
the context of accelerated population growth, increasing
poverty and a global context of free capital, international
labour flows and private-sector dominance.

All these factors undermined national social protection
programmes in the region, which applied universalist

principles of social policy mainly in relation to commodity
or fuel subsidies. The emphasis remained on categorical,
means-testing or earnings-related social protection,
which all exemplify targeted systems of social policy. In
the case of social insurance schemes, for instance health
insurance, formal-sector employees are the primary
beneficiaries. These are more likely to be males of a
working age and based in urban areas. In addition, in the
pre-COVID-19 era, only one third of the labour force in the
Arab region was covered by pension schemes, and 70
per cent of the lowest income quintile remained without
income support transfers.’® The largest legally excluded
groups in most countries were agricultural workers,
household and family workers, and foreign migrant
workers. De facto exclusion concerns all workers without
a formal work contract, namely the entire informal sector.
Due to the high level of informality, it is estimated that,
on average, in Arab countries, excluding the member
countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), about
67 percent of the labour force do not contribute to
social security and are thus not covered by any pension
or health-insurance scheme.” This concerns mostly
agricultural workers and the self-employed in micro- and
small-scale enterprises and their employees. In the GCC,
all employed nationals are covered by relevant schemes,
and so the main coverage gap concerns foreign migrant
workers, who are mostly excluded.®

Arab Governments have traditionally spent too much on
short-term poverty alleviation policies including subsidies,
which neither lead to long-term economic gains and social
investment nor address the structural causes of poverty
and social disharmony. In fact, both subsidies and cash
assistance proved to be inefficient in addressing growing
poverty and inequality. Fuel subsidies, for example,
are captured by the richest quintile of the population
as they consume more energy.’ Similarly, subsidized
apartment buildings tend to be situated in middle-class
neighbourhoods of big cities that are too expensive for the
urban poor.° Social assistance programmes, notably cash
transfers, suffered from challenges in targeting needy
populations and high levels of fragmentation, whereby
each programme had its own funds and applied its own
selection andtargeting system. The administration of such
programmes proved to be cumbersome. Expanded cash
transfer programmes were the type of social protection



reform, targeting rural and marginalized areas. In contrast
to the historical focus on categorical targeting, the new
programmes introduced means testing, which relied to a
certain extent on proxy indicators due to the challenges of
inefficient data availability and capacity for direct means
testing. Interventions also needed to be well coordinated
across ministries and different levels of government.
Conditional cash transfers were key to the reforms in
Egypt and Morocco, with other similar reforms planned
in other countries. The trend towards subsidy reform
and larger targeted social assistance programmes has
continued since 2011 as countries continue to grapple
with growing budget deficits and inflation.

In that context, notable changes to social policies in
ESCWA countries took place following the political
events which took place in Arab countries in 2011.
Countries reacted quickly to abate social discontent,
often using social protection tools to bring about reform,
some of which was already long overdue. In terms
of social protection, many countries increased social
expenditure though the impact on poverty and inequality
remains a matter of debate. Many countries embarked
on major reductions in food and fuel subsidies in favour
of expanding targeted cash transfers. Some added
conditional cash transfers to their social protection
systems in addition to new or reformed old-age pensions
and disability grants (for example the Arab Gulf States,
Egypt, Jordan and the Syrian Arab Republic). A range of
other benefits such as pensions, salaries, subsidies and
transfers were introduced across the Arab countries,
including tax cuts. In addition to being fragmented and
lacking inclusion, social protection programmes also
suffer from underinvestment. Figure 1 shows the share
of social spending as a percentage of the gross domestic
product (GDP). The graph shows that social protection
spending reached its highest values in Egypt (9.5 per cent),
Jordan (9 per cent), Algeria (8.9 per centsame line) and
Tunisia (7.5 per cent), whereas levels of social spending
in Qatar, Yemen, the Sudan and the Syrian Arab Republic
represent less than 2 per cent of GDP. A more detailed
view of social assistance spending by programme type
is provided in figure 2, which shows heavy reliance on
unconditional cash transfers across all countries and on
food and in kind support in conflict-afflicted countries
such as the State of Palestine and Yemen, but also in

Egypt and Mauritania. Figure 3 shows health expenditure
as a percentage of GDP by country and in comparison to
the subregional averages. For the latest available year
(2018), spending ranges from a low of 1 per cent in the
Sudan to a high of 4.4 per cent in Kuwait, with an average
of 2.9 per cent.

This figure is relatively moderate compared to the global
average of 5.87 percent for the same year. Overall,
governmental spending on health in the region during
2015-2018 was relatively steady (around 3 per cent).
Notable spending is witnessed in Iraq and Kuwait, with
health spendingincreasing from 0.7 per centto 2 per cent
and from 3.4 per cent to 4.4 per cent in Iraq and Kuwait,
respectively. The Sudan showed the biggest decline in
spending, which fell from 2.2 per cent to 1 per cent. This
urges public policy to increase health expenditure aiming
at providing improved health services, which is essential
especially amidst rising poverty and unemployment in
the region.

The COVID-19 Pandemic in the Arab Region: An Opportunity to Reform Social Protection Systems



Figure 1. Social protection expenditure as percentage of GDP, based on latest available data (Excluding health)
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Source: Compiled from https://data.unescwa.org/portal/e68647fb-ea6d-488d-a6f5-2024b080c2cc.

Figure 2. Spending by type of social assistance programme, most recent year (Percentage of GDP)
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Figure 3. Government health expenditure, 2015-2018 (Percentage of GDP)
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Inthisregard, itis worth mentioning that, inthe Arab region,
the State is not the only provider of social protection
programmes. The institutional mix underpinning social
policy in the Arab countries is made up of the following
institutions which, in practice, tend to be concentrated
around specific types of social welfare programmes: the
State, the family, the market and the community. This
division of roles is also linked to specific segments of the
population. For instance, formal urban workers are more
likely to be covered by State social insurance systems
than informal rural workers. The general pattern in the
Arab countries is that State institutions oversee social
insurance systems that are related to formal employment,
particularly of public-sector workers who tend to receive
quite general benefits. The State also tends to have
systems of public education and public health. In the case
of health care, systems may often rely on partnerships
with private health-care providers and, in fact, the growth
of private health insurance and medical care in the region
is very much driven by the absence or lack of trust in
Government facilities. This matter is especially acute in
such deregulated market economies as Lebanon.

Nuclear and extended families have always played a key
role in social support, particularly in caring for young
dependents such as young children, elderly relatives or
persons with disabilities in the family. But the family-
based model of social welfare is coming under increasing
strain due to the high cost of living and the need for family
members to earn a living often by taking on more than one
job, hence reducing the likelihood of family-based care for
children and the elderly or the existence of surplus income
to help family members in need. In this regard, there is a
growing literature on the work-life family balance and the
situation of female-headed households who are especially
hit by poverty due to the persistence of a male-breadwinner
model of social policy in the Arab countries.

Arguably, the most significant source of non-State social
welfare for vulnerable populations, particularly those
employed in the informal sector, are religious welfare
organizations. This is true for all communities in the Arab
region. Large welfare organizations such as Caritas may
have budgets in the tens of millions (dollars) and reach
beneficiaries in the tens of thousands. These organizations
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have been in operation for decades and have become
entrenched in their societies. Often, they are linked to
larger networks of schools and hospitals and, although
they may charge fees for some of their services, provide
both in-cash and in-kind services to the extremely poor.
Religious groups tend to rely on key fundraising religious
activities, such as during the month of Ramadan, or they
invoke religious teachings about paying zakat, helping
orphans and supporting the family as the basic unit of
society. In sectarian societies such as Lebanon and Iraq,
these social welfare organizations are often linked to
religious and political leaders and parties and, as such,
serve to entrench social divisions even if they might
offer services to those who are in need or from outside
of their sect.

This chapter has provided an overview of the conceptual
framework guiding this report and the social policy
context within which COVID-19 interventions are to
be assessed. By combining the life-course approach
and an institutional analysis of how social protection
is delivered, the report will assess the extent to which
more fundamental reforms can take place. This offers

the most comprehensive view for Government policy
to effectively address the changing needs and social
rights of citizens and residents in the Arab countries.
The life-cycle approach reflects the aim of social policy
to support the social welfare of the population from
birth to death by accounting for fluctuations in income
across the different stages of life for men, women and
children. Furthermore, by embedding the life-course
analysis in a political and institutional examination
of the social policy context of the Arab countries, it
is possible to better understand how Governments
and civil society groups can address the gaps and
challenges faced by social protection systems during
the COVID-19 pandemic and during the recovery period.

The overview in this chapter has shown that social
protection systems in the Arab region suffer from
fragmentation, lack of inclusion and under-investment.
They are the product of the prevailing social contract
which benefitted mainly the urban middle class. The
social expenditure rates by country vary widely within
each subregion, but all Arab countries are below the world
average on public social spending.



Regional social protection
responses to COVID-19




Key messages * .#.

* Inthe Arab region, the response to the COVID-19
pandemic in terms of social protection
measures demonstrated strong political will
with the substantive disbursement of funds to
alleviate the needs of vulnerable populations,
and social solidarity through the innovative use
and creation of solidarity funds, thereby drawing
assistance from the private sector and other
stakeholders to feed into these governmental
social protection programmes.

e During the pandemic, a shift in policy occurred,
from targeting only the poorest populations to also
including the “missing middle”, such as informal
workers who often did not receive any social

O | O protection benefits before the pandemic because

ﬂgn they were not deemed eligible (for example in

g Egypt, Jordan and Morocco). This shed light on the

~ structural challenges that preceded the pandemic
in terms of neglecting the social rights of this group
of workers. Reform plans in some Arab countries
are underway to address this structural challenge,
which would contribute to a more inclusive life-
course approach.

e Arab countries excelled in using innovative
technologies for the delivery of social protection
programmes, especially cash transfers that
were delivered in few days to beneficiaries
through newly created outlets, e-wallets and
digital registration.

* The pandemic accelerated stronger partnerships
and greater collaboration between different

% stakeholders. This was especially demonstrated,
for example, in the collaboration between
different governmental parties at the national
level, in the sharing/using of databases about
beneficiaries (civil registry, vital statistics, tax
and social insurance database, and others) and
e-platforms such as Government-to-Government
(G2G) in Egypt.

Despite all efforts exerted during the pandemic
in the area of social protection programmes,
overall coverage of these interventions in the
region (except for Morocco) was low. Also,
adequacy in terms of benefits in percentage of
household expenditure and household income,
namely, the adequacy of these interventions
to meet households’ needs, was low in many
countries such as Iraq, Jordan and Tunisia.

In-kind services and public procurement would
be better suited to withstand the impact of
fluctuating supply chains or prices that might
make in-cash assistance less reliable (for
example, in Lebanon).

4

Many conditionalcashtransfersinthe Arabregion
are conditional on the provision of education,
reproductive health and health services. The
conditionality should be reconsidered during
crisis situations. For instance, on the basis of
the school-feeding-at-home principle, during the
pandemic, children continued to receive meals
on school days even though they did not attend
school, which considerably reduced their food
insecurity and nutritional impact. Extending
this principle could enhance the life-course
approach to the reforms and ensure continuous
provision of nutritious food to malnourished and
vulnerable children throughout the year.

=\

The determination of targeting impacts the
capacity ofthe COVID-19responsetoincorporate
a life-course approach (sociodemographic
or economic indicators). The recalculation of
cut-off points in the eligibility criteria in some
countries in the Arab region yielded positive
results, and needy people benefitted more from
governmental social assistance programmes.

(-]
S |

|

Governments may be able to leverage all
programmes simultaneously to achieve a more
effective COVID-19 response.




Introduction

Theglobal COVID-19 pandemic,andthe measuresintroduced
by Governments to contain the spread of COVID-19, created
a series of shocks that affected hundreds of millions of
people. By 20 July 2021, there were 190 million confirmed
cases and 4.1 million deaths from COVID-19 worldwide.”
Although the majority of cases were in the Americas and
Europe (123.3 million), no region escaped, and 11.9 million
cases were recorded in the Eastern Mediterranean region by
July 2021 (figure 4).2

Government responses to COVID-19 included restrictions
on human mobility and economic activity that caused
substantial income losses at every level, from the global to
the household levels. Health, livelihoods, food security and
access to services were all undermined, and the poorest
were hit hardest. Worldwide, economies were severely hit
by the pandemic. Consequently, the Arab region is facing a
difficult time dealing with such a dire market situation where
existing hurdles in the labour market have worsened.

Nearly one third of the employed population in the region
is facing high risks of layoffs or reduced wages and/or
working hours owing to the pandemic, 12.8 per cent of
working hours are estimated to have been lost in the
third quarter of 2020, which is equivalent to 15 million
full-time jobs.z

Global and regional social
protection responses

In recent decades, rising levels of inequality and a
shift towards neoliberal economic policies across
the world have been partially mitigated by expanding
social protection systems, dominated in low-to middle-
income countries by social assistance and in high-
income countries by social insurance schemes. In this
context, social protection contributed to the social policy
response to COVID-19 in a potentially positive way. On
the one hand, since increased hardship was triggered by
Government-imposed lockdowns that stifled economic
activity and created (temporary) mass unemployment,
these Governments felt obliged to provide income support
to compensate affected citizens for their lost income.
On the other hand, most countries already had a set of
instruments in place, in the form of social protection
instruments and delivery mechanisms, that could be
mobilized to deliver support.

High-income  countries  delivered unemployment
protection and social assistance through existing
programmes, while low-income countries with less
developed social protection systems resorted to
humanitarian relief modalities or set up temporary social
assistance schemes, often with international support.

Figure 4. Confirmed COVID-19 cases by WHO region, as at July 20, 2021 (Millions)
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Source: WHO, n.d. (accessed on July 21, 2021).
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Across the world, Governments implemented social
protection responses to COVID-19 at a rapid rate during
2020. By May 2021, the number of social protection
interventions had increased more than tenfold, from
103 to 1,850 over the same period. Total beneficiaries
exceeded 1.2 billion.?*

Disaggregating social protection responses by income
category, high-income countries were most likely to
deploy social-insurance and active labour-market
programmes, while low-income countries were more
likely to deploy social assistance. Many Governments,
especially in upper-middle and high-income countries,
invested in job retention schemes by offering incentives
to employers to retain rather than retrench workers, and
countries as diverse as Costa Rica, Ireland, Namibia and
Vietnam (among many others) extended unemployment
benefits to self-employed and other ineligible workers for
the duration of their national lockdowns.?

Aplausible explanationforthis patternis path dependency.
High-income countries have higher proportions of their
workforce in formal employment and contributing to

social insurance (notably unemployment benefits),

which allowed Governments to build on these schemes.
Conversely, most workers in low-income countries are
self-employed (for instance, smallholder farmers) or
employed in the informal sector (for instance, street
traders), so they do not have access to social insurance,
and their Governments have few options except to offer
social assistance.

Fiscal support for social protection can be aggregated for
policy measures related to social assistance, loans and tax
benefits, social insurance and labour-market interventions.
Notably, social assistance measures established the major
share of COVID-19 social protection interventions in the
world and in the Arab region at about 50 per cent of social
protection interventions. Across Arab countries, social
assistance interventions were most prevalent in least
developed countries (LDCs) standing for 62.5 per cent of
the social protection-related support while GCC countries
constituted the highest share of active labour-market
programmes (figure 5). Countries with limited fiscal space
have relied on measures such as utility waivers, reduction
of Government fees and subsidies to housing, in the form
of forgone revenues for Governments rather than cash
assistance from the treasury.?

Figure 5. Distribution of social protection measures in Arab countries, by region, 2021 (Percentage)
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Figure 6. Spending per capita on social protection responses to COVID-19, by income category and region, 2020 (Dollars)
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Although most countries in the world implemented
COVID-19 responses, the amount of protection relative to
per capita income varied dramatically between countries
and across regions, correlated mainly to national
resource availability. The Arab region spent 0.5 per cent
of per capita income, nearly similar to the spending of
Sub-Saharan Africa, East Asia and the Pacific, and South
Asia, compared to the global average of 1 per cent of per
capita income. Latin and North America showed a higher
share than the global average, at 1.4 and 2.5 per cent,
respectively (figure 6).

Important to note is that most of these interventions
were implemented for a short period, just three months
on average.? Although they resembled social protection
programmes, they were, in effect, emergency relief
measures. On the other hand, beyond the immediate
programmatic response, COVID-19 prompted policy
debate and social policy reforms in some countries
that could result in permanent improvements to social
protection systems. Spain introduced a guaranteed
minimum income scheme that extends coverage to low-
income and unemployed workers. In a few cases (Hong
Kong, Serbia, Singapore, Tuvalu, and United States),
Governments gave one-off cash payments to the entire
population, opening space to debate the introduction of
UBI and to renegotiate the social contract. South Africa
is considering implementing a basic income support

Africa (without
North Africa)

East Asia South Asia Europeand World

and Pacific Central Asia

scheme for all unemployed and low-income receivers
aged 18-59. “Introducing social protection provisions can
also be a means to signal the intention to commence and
build elements of a social contract and support social
cohesion."?®

C. Social interventions during
the COVID-19 pandemic®

In response to the secondary economic effects of
COVID-19, Governments implemented a range of
interventions which are classified in accordance with the
United Nations COVID-19 Stimulus Tracker (the Tracker)
and the Global Observatory on Social Protection Policy
Response (annex), which takes stock of all governmental
interventions during the pandemic. In line with this global
United Nations project led by ESCWA and the other four
regional commissions, governmental interventions are not
limited to the three social protection categories as defined
in chapter 1, but also include broader interventions that
go beyond the scope and definition of social protection
per se. In fact, the Tracker identifies the following seven
categories: social assistance, loan and tax benefit, social
insurance, labour markets, health-related support, financial
policy support and general policy support. Some of these
measures and their selected subcategories (annex) are
briefly discussed hereunder.
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Several Governments established special funds to
raise ring-fenced resources to mitigate the impacts of
COVID-19. These funds were usually co-financed, with
donations solicited from the private sector and individuals
in addition to seed money from the Government. In
Morocco, to encourage contributions from citizens and
the private sector, donations made to COVID-19 relief
funds were fully tax-deductible.

The most widespread intervention to protect individuals
against income shocks associated with COVID-19 was
in form of cash transfers to compensate households
for lost income and enable them to purchase food and
essentials. These interventions take many forms, two
of which are ‘shock-response’ mechanisms, namely, to
increase benefits to existing beneficiaries (vertical scale-
up) and to register new beneficiaries in already existing
programmes (horizontal scale-up). New COVID-19
specific cash transfer programmes were introduced for
vulnerable groups. Programmes that involve expanding
coverage can contribute towards a more inclusive life-
course approach if they become permanent and relate to a
demographic group (such as working adults) or common
life circumstances (such as childbirth) not previously
covered under the social protection system. The COVID-19
crisis offers a view into what Arab Governments did to
relieve the social and economic impact of the pandemic
and whether these reforms have the scope to become
permanent.

(a) Shock response 1: increased benefits (vertical
expansion)

This includes increases in existing social welfare
schemes. In Irag, 600,000 registered beneficiaries of the
social safety net programme received a one-time top-up
payment. However, this does not enhance the longer-term
structural aims of the life-course approach according to

the conceptual framework specified for this report.
(b) Shock response 2: new beneficiaries (horizontal
expansion)

Existing schemes may be extended to new vulnerable
households, even temporarily, to help them survive

the pandemic and its consequences. In Morocco,
poor households that do not benefit from the health
insurance scheme RAMED could register online and
claim cash support from the State. In Egypt, coverage
of two large cash transfer programmes, Takaful and
Karama, was expanded to reach more vulnerable
families. These have the potential to enhance a life-
course approach because they are addressing the
needs of families.

(c) New cash transfer
vulnerable groups)

programmes (to targeted

Several Governments introduced tailored cash
transfer programmes to provide temporary income
support to households that became vulnerable
due to COVID-19 restrictions on their mobility and
livelihoods. These groups were previously excluded
or marginalized, such as informal-sector workers
(Morocco), persons with disability and homeless
people (Tunisia). These programmes have the
potential to enhance a life-course approach because
they address the needs of excluded working adults

and vulnerable groups.

Waivers have the effect of increasing the disposable
income of beneficiary households. Many countries
waived payments temporarily for utilities provided by the
Government — mainly electricity and water, in some cases
for all citizens, but often for targeted poor and vulnerable
social groups. As a result, these households received free
water and electricity, usually for two to three months.

Food security is a key issue in the Arab region. Various
strategies have been adopted during the pandemic
such as subsidizing food items and delivering them
directly to targeted households, sometimes with
the support of such agencies as the World Food
Programme (WFP). In the Sudan, basic food baskets
were sold to poor families at discounted prices. Some
Governments took steps to control food supplies and
prices. Algeria, for instance, banned exports of several
food commodities.



School closures threatened the nutrition of an estimated
370 million children across the world who previously
had received a daily meal at school. Some Governments
took steps to protect the food consumption of affected
school children in other ways. In Libya, WFP, in
collaboration with the Ministry of Education, launched
a ‘school feeding at home' initiative that provided take-
home rations to school children.3°

In North Africa, Governments provided unemployment
benefits to 1.6 million informal workers registered with
the Ministry of Manpower (Egypt), or to workers who
had temporarily become unemployed (Tunisia). In the
State of Palestine, the Ministry of Labour provided cash
assistance to COVID-19-affected workers as a temporary
form of unemployment support.

Reduction of individual loans may be offered to individuals
at risk of default. The Egyptian Government offered debt
relief for individuals who were at risk of default if they
had paid 50 per cent of the loan. Employees in Morocco
registered with the national pension fund who had become
temporarily unemployed could defer debt repayments for
several months.

Many Governments introduced tax relief measures such
as temporary tax holidays for firms to minimize losses to
the economy, and some offered tax relief to low-income
tax payers. This measure increases the income available
to households to meet basic living costs. Algeria and
Tunisia, for instance, postponed income tax payments.

A few Governments introduced incentives to private-
sector employers to retain their employees and continue
paying them during the period of business inactivity.

Access to health care has inevitably become more
important than ever during the COVID-19 pandemic but,
in most countries, health care is limited to those who
are able to pay or have access to health insurance.
Unequal access to health services has impacted the
consequences of COVID-19 considerably. Waiving fees
and subsidizing health insurance are two measures to
ensure that the poorest and most vulnerable are not
excluded from essential health care.

Regional overview of
responses to COVID-19

COVID-19 has created a global public health crisis, and
responses to the pandemic have created economic
and humanitarian crises at the national level. However,
most Governments responded by using existing social
protection programmes and platforms rather than
by setting up humanitarian relief interventions. The
Arab region was no exception. In many cases, new
programmes were established, but countries that already
had well-functioning social protection programmes
were better placed to respond promptly and effectively
to the hardship created by COVID-19 lockdowns, using
‘shock-responsive’ mechanisms such as delivering more
benefits to registered beneficiaries (vertical expansion)
or registering new beneficiaries using existing
registration systems and payment platforms (horizontal
expansion).

However, it is not yet clear whether any of the benefits
and beneficiaries added during 2020 will become
permanent or were merely results of a temporary
humanitarian relief This is important
because, if social assistance payments revert to
pre-COVID-19 levels, there will be no lasting impact
on both the beneficiaries themselves and social

response.

protection systems. In any event, relatively few social
protection programmes in the Arab region operate at
the national scale. This has important implications for
the implementation of a life-course approach as set out
in the conceptual framework of this report.
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COVID-19 exposed the limitations of social provisioning
in the Arab region. There is a heavy reliance on charities,
local non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the
international community, mainly in low-income countries;
on appeals to social solidarity for raising public and
private resources to be redistributed to needy people;
and on religious practices such as zakat and charitable
givings during Ramadan. But these mechanisms are
discretionary rather than entitlement-based and are
dominated by one-off disbursements rather than regular
support such as monthly cash transfers paid through
formal social assistance programmes and therefore,
lack sustainable impact. In addition, subsidies and price
controls were frequently used with the intention to make
food accessible to the poor but did not effectively reach
this goal since most benefits were captured by the non-
poor. Moreover, in some countries such as Lebanon
and Mauritania, in the absence of strong networks of
social protection offices, the army took over the role of
distributing food and other in-kind support.

Some middle-income countries used ‘shock-responsive’
mechanisms, temporarily increasing benefits paid to
beneficiaries of existing cash transfer programmes and/
or registering new beneficiaries, at least for the duration
of the COVID-19 crisis. Egypt and Jordan did both. Most
middle-income countries also set up humanitarian
emergency response programmes. Examples include
Jordan's emergency response fund, and Lebanon’s
emergency national social solidarity programme.
Algeria and Tunisia added top-ups to poor beneficiaries
of existing programmes (vertical
expansion). Morocco and Tunisia introduced cash-paying
programmes to informal-sector and self-employed
workers to compensate them for losses occurred during
the lockdown period. These were short-term (one to three
months) humanitarian responses rather than permanent
social assistance programmes. Local NGOs in Algeria and
Tunisia distributed food to people in need. As per figure
7, and in terms of diversification of interventions, Egypt
tops the list, followed by Jordan, Tunisia, and Morocco.
Lebanon undertook the least diversified measures among
middle-income countries, followed by Algeria.

social welfare

The following list provides detailed information on the
initiatives provided by middle-income countries:

e Egypt added 100,000-80,000 new beneficiaries

[horizontal expansion] and large increased
payments to existing beneficiaries [vertical
expansion] of the conditional cash transfer

programmes of the Ministry of Social Solidarity.
Beneficiaries included female households headed
by single mothers and in rural areas. New cash
transfer programmes were also set up benefitting
1.9 million registered informal workers for three
months, and a once-off payment was made to poor
and vulnerable families and pregnant women. The
Ministry and a local NGO launched a ‘Ramadan
food basket campaign’ that delivered food baskets
and meals to needy families. The Ministry also
offered soft loans to enable recipients, especially
women, to set up micro-enterprises and subsidized
nursing homes to care for women over 65 years
of age. The Ministry of Finance postponed all
tax payments by three months. Additionally, the
Government, through the Ministry of Supply and
Internal Trading, announced L.E. 8 billion pounds’
food subsidies worth 8 billion Egyptian pounds
(5108 million) benefitting individuals and families.
The food subsidy system benefited the majority
of the 100 million Egyptians, both through ration
cards (70 million people) and the bread subsidy
(83 million).*

* Jordan’s National Aid Fund (NAF) set up a six-
month cash programme for poor and vulnerable
households affected by COVID-19 and paid top- ups
to existing beneficiaries (vertical expansion).
The Zakat Fund also provided cash and in-kind
assistance to old and new beneficiaries. The Hajati
cash transfer programme was also expanded to
include new beneficiaries (horizontal expansion).
The Ministry of Local Affairs distributed subsidized
bread door to door, procured from local bakeries.
NAF beneficiaries received bread for free. The
Social Security Corporation provided food parcels
for vulnerable families, including casual workers.
The Government imposed price controls on basic
food commodities.



Figure 7. Responses to COVID-19 in middle-income countries

L - & =

I Waiver/reduction of

=

o

customs duties for
individual

Waiver/reduction of
utilities bills

Activation

Soft loans and credit
support

COVID-19 awareness
° campaigns

Interest/principal
deferment for individual

loans
ICT and digital Other support
solutions

Unemployment Activation ICT and digital

benefits solutions
Price controls for

Healthcare system essential food and Uy

medicine benefits
Labor regulation Other support Healthcare system

adjustments

Other subsides for
social services

Labor regulation
adjustments

Government spending
(fiscal expansion)

Cash transfers/income ICT and digital Government spending
support solutions (fiscal expansion)
In-kind Healthcare system Cash transfers/income
transfers/vouchers Y support
Creation/expantion of Cash transfers/income In-kind
a fund support transfers/vouchers
Targeted health/ care In-kind Creation/expantion of
services transfers/vouchers a fund

Tax
exemption/reduction/

Creation/expantion of Targeted health/ care
deferment for individuals

a fund services

employers against

Stocks of basic goods Targeted health/ care
layoffs

Wage subsides to
and medicine services
Social insurance

R N Health insurance
contributions/waivers

Paid parental leave

Inhacing food

Paid leave or work
security

Inhacing food
from home

security

Stocks of basic goods

Interest rate reduction i
and medicine

and medicine

I Soft loans and credit

I Loans and interest

Stocks of basic goods

support

COVID-19 awareness
campaigns

Targeted health/care
services

Waiver/reduction of
customs duties for
individual

Rent and housing

deferment for
subsidies

SMEs/non-SMEs ...

deferment for individual @

loans
Soft loans and credit
support
Targeted health/care
services

COVID-19 awareness I

Waiver/reduction of

Other support
2 utilities bills

Interest/principal I

Other subsides for
social services

Activation

Soft loans and credit
support

ICT and digital
solutions

campaigns

COVID-19 awareness

Healthcare system i
campaigns

Interest/principal
deferment for individual
loans

Social insurance
contributions/waivers

Labor regulation
adjustments

Interest/principal
deferment for individual

Lowering risk weights of
certain assets/collateral

Cash transfers/income

support requirements loans
Targeted hgalth/care deferment for Other support
services SMEs/non-SME:
Wage subsides to igi
S ICT and digital
employers against
I p I);yoffsg Other support solutions

Unemployment

Health insurance
benefits

ICTand d |
solutions

Pension Unemployment Healthcare system
benefits
Inhacing food Government spend Cash transfers/income
security (fiscal expansion) support
Research development Cas nsfers/inco In-kind
expenditure support transfers/vouchers

Stocks of basic goods Creation/expantion of

Creation/expan f
a fund

and medicine a fund
: Tax Tax
Paid leave or work exemption/reduction/ exemption/reduction/

from home deferment for individuals deferment for individuals

Interest rate reduction Stocks of basic goods

Interest rate reduction |
and medicine

Algeria Lebanon Jordan

Source: Compiled from http://tracker.unescwa.org.

Egypt Morocco Tunisia

The COVID-19 Pandemic in the Arab Region: An Opportunity to Reform Social Protection Systems


http://tracker.unescwa.org

Morocco paid $90-130 per month for three months
to 3 million informal-sector workers (half of the
informal workforce) who were directly affected by
the Government's compulsory confinement policy
(new programme). Approximately one million
formal employees who had lost their jobs and were
registered with the pension fund received $200 per
month for three months (vertical expansion). The
Government also offered interest-free loans to self-
employed people, to be repaid over three years.
More information on the cash transfer programme
is provided below in the form of a case study.

Tunisia paid two top-ups worth §17 each to 260,000
beneficiaries of existing cash transfer programmes
and two top-ups worth $68 each to 623,000
vulnerable existing beneficiaries of low-cost health-
care cards [vertical expansion]. One-off cash
transfers worth $68 were paid to 300,000 vulnerable
informal-sector workers and to 70,000 self-
employed workers (new programme). The Tunisian
Union for Social Solidarity, a local NGO, distributed
food relief. Taxi owners were offered low-interest
loans through the Tunisian Solidarity Bank to cover
their vehicles’ insurance costs.

Algeria introduced a once-off top-up solidarity
allowance worth $80 for families in need who were
impacted by COVID-19 measures. The 322,000
beneficiaries were identified through community-
based targeting. Additional cash transfers were
paid under a supplementary finance law enacted
in June 2020, which included payments to workers
who became unemployed because of COVID-19.
The law includes 11.5 billion dinars ($81 million)
for transfers to poor household. Food was also
distributed to vulnerable families.

In Lebanon, the High Relief Authority delivered
social assistance to people adversely affected by
COVID-19 lockdown measures. The Emergency
National Social Solidarity Programme paid
approximately $100 per month to 200,000 families
for seven months. 30,000 farmers received a one-
time subsidy of $1,125. The army distributed food
rations to all regions.

Emergency programmes as a humanitarian response, for
instance, Iraq’s emergency grant, dominated countries
affected by conflict. United Nations agencies such as WFP
and local NGOs engaged in food distribution in countries
such as Iraq and Libya with Governments introducing
price controls or launching solidarity campaigns, such as
the 1 Million Food Baskets programme in Iraq, to mobilize
public and private sources for the provision of food
baskets and free meals. In Irag, non-State responses were
coordinated by the Council of Ministers under a national
campaign of NGOs and volunteering groups to respond to
the impact of COVID-19.

Existing humanitarian relief programmes were used
where available as was the case in Yemen. In the State
of Palestine and the Syrian Arab Republic, responses
to COVID-19 included expanding support to existing
platforms such as e-payments and sharing databases
across ministries to identify eligible beneficiaries. In
terms of diversification of measures in conflict-affected
countries, Iraq tops the list followed by Yemen and the
State of Palestine (figure 8).
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Figure 8. Responses to COVID-19 in conflict-affected countries
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The following list provides detailed information on the
various initiatives in conflict-affected countries:

Iraq introduced an emergency grant for men and
women registered as unemployed with no fixed
income and no access to State pensions, social
security payments or other social benefits (new
programme). The Ministry of Labour and Social
Affairs launched a solidarity initiative called 1 Million
Food Baskets to distribute food to households
affected by the lockdown. The Council of Ministers
provided food and financial and medical assistance
to 135 local organizations, under the national
campaign of NGOs and volunteering groups to
respond to the impact of COVID-19. WFP provided
cash and food transfers to 650,000 refugees,
internally displaced persons (IDPs) and others in
response to disruptions in local banking and the
provision of financial services. The Ministry of
Housing suspended mortgage repayments for three
months for all borrowers. The Cabinet expedited
and approved a draft pension and social security
law which had been in the pipelines for a while
and which was intended to provide private-sector
workers with the same rights to social security and
pensions as public-sector workers.

In the State of Palestine, 10,000 families were added
to the National Cash Transfer Programme, and its
beneficiaries received e-vouchers to meet their
food needs for three months (vertical expansion).
WEFP provided people registered with its cash-based
transfers project with cash top-ups and electronic
food vouchers. Workers in COVID-19-affected
sectors, such as construction, tourism, services,
trade, agriculture and crafts, received cash assistance
from the Waqfa Fund. The ministries of labour,
local government, transport and communications,
economy and social development crossed their
databases to better identify beneficiaries. Female
workers in nurseries and creches who had lost
their salaries received 1008/month for a period of
three months as a form of unemployment benefit.
The Ministry of Social Development, together with
international and local partners, distributed food
parcels to vulnerable households and residential

centres. The United Nations Relief and Works Agency
for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) provided food to
refugees in the West Bank.

* In the Syrian Arab Republic, over 300,000
unemployed, daily and seasonal workers, self-
employed, older persons, and persons with
disabilities registered online for COVID-19 cash
support and food and health baskets provided by the
National Social Aid Fund of the Ministry of Labour
and Social Affairs in coordination with civil society
actors. Prioritized sectors for affected workers
included transport, handicrafts, porters, tourism, and
construction. As part of the COVID-19 response, the
Government offered essential foods at subsidized
prices through supermarkets run by the Trade
Foundation. Humanitarian actors such as WFP
and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
increased food assistance and nutrition support for
affected families and vulnerable children.

e In Libya, WFP provided food assistance to
COVID-19-affected people, including IDPs and
migrants. The Minister of Economy introduced
price controls on 16 essential food items to
prevent food prices from increasing.

* In Yemen, few options to respond to COVID-19
were available because of the ongoing insecurity
situation. Beneficiaries of the ongoing Emergency
Cash Transfer project received a one-time top-up
worth 45 per cent of the normal quarterly payment
as COVID-19 humanitarian support (vertical
expansion). The school feeding programme
switched from in-school meals to take-home rations
for almost 400,000 children.

The three LDCs in the region have a limited set of social
protection programmes in place, the majority of which is
donor-financed. Mauritania, Somalia and the Sudan set
up special programmes to deliver financial assistance
to COVID-19-affected groups, using, at times, innovative
platforms. As per figure 9 and in terms of diversification of
measures, Mauritania tops the list, followed by the Sudan,



with Somalia having undertaken the least diversified
measures. lts interventions were centred around cash
transfer, stock of basic goods and medicine, research and
development, and other support.

e Mauritania established a special fund for social
solidarity and combating COVID-19 that provided
three months of financial aid to households headed
by women, the elderly and people with disabilities,
in addition to artisanal fishers and people who
carry out ‘small jobs’. The Ministry of Public
Service, Labour and Administrative Modernization
gave food to trade unions for distribution to
union members in need. The Ministry of Fishing
and Maritime Economy distributed 10 tons of

Figure 9. Responses to COVID-19 in least developed countries
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In the Sudan, the Government proposed, with
assistance from international partners, to support 30
per centof the population for one month with cash and
in-kind transfers. The Ministry of Labour and Social
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e Somalia introduced the first ever cash transfer
programme, namely, the Baxnano programme,
that aimed to provide cash transfers to poor and
vulnerable households. The programme is expected
to reach 270,000 households across fragile areas.
Moreover, the Government is considering supporting
individuals engaged in livestock markets through
compensation and nutrition-linked cash transfer.
Exemption of taxes was introduced on basic goods
and reduced by 50 percent on some additional
commodities in addition to lifting the restrictions
imposed on imports of rice from Vietnam. The State
also provided soft loans, initially worth 2.9 million,
for medium- and small-scale enterprises.

Social protection in the six GCC States is dominated by
religious charity such as zakat and Ramadan payments.
In Kuwait, for instance, Zakat House beneficiaries
received additional payments, and a new cash transfer
programme was set up; and in Bahrain, social assistance
beneficiaries received double payments. Apart from
these, it seems that few cash transfers were provided in
any GCC States in response to COVID-19 during 2020.
Food baskets and meals were delivered to standard
vulnerable groups such as older persons and persons
with disabilities, not to people who became vulnerable by
COVID-19 lockdowns directly. Often, these food transfers
were distributed only during Ramadan and financed
by private donations and charities, including shopping
centres in Oman and an Islamic bank in the United Arab
Emirates. Being wealthy countries with relatively small
populations, these Governments implemented other
forms of support, notably utility waivers and extension
of health insurance. As per figure 10 and in terms of
diversification of measures, Kuwait tops the list, followed
by Oman and Bahrain.

e In Bahrain, the Government used its unemployment
fund to pay the full salaries of all 100,000 private-
sector employees for three months, in line with
the Social Insurance Law. This initiative was
partially extended for another three months, paying
50 per cent of salary costs for workers in the most

affected sectors. Monthly social security benefits
and social assistance payments to families in need
and persons with disabilities were doubled in 2020
(vertical expansion). The Electricity and Water
Authority paid the utility bills for all Bahrainis for six
months.

In Kuwait, the Zakat House provided financial aid
to registered widows, divorced women, orphans,
the elderly, and low-income families with no fixed
income or whose income was affected by the crisis
(vertical expansion). The Fazaa el-Kuwait campaign
was set up using public funds and private donations
to support impacted families through general cash
assistance, rent payments and distribution of
shopping cards (new programme). The Ministry of
Social Affairs distributed hundreds of thousands of
food baskets and warm meals to vulnerable people,
including residents and workers in nursing homes,
nurses and persons with total disabilities.

In Oman, the Supreme Committee instructed
private-sector employers to pay employees their
full salaries during the lockdown period. The Public
Authority for Consumer Protection raised money
from private donations and subsidies provided by
shopping centres to sell a basket of 19 essential
food items at a subsidized price to vulnerable
families during Ramadan. The payment of utility
bills was postponed, and health insurance benefits
were extended.

In Qatar, every resident was entitled to receive free
treatment for COVID-19, even without a health card
or a Qatar identification card. A temporary COVID-19
wage subsidy scheme was introduced in March
2020 to encourage businesses to retain rather than
retrench employees. The subsidy varied depending
on each employee’s net weekly pay but was highest
(at 85 per cent) for low-income workers. In addition,
all rental and utilities fees were waived until February
2021.

In Saudi Arabia, the Ministry of Human Resources
and Social Development mobilized resources from
the private sector and citizens for a community fund
that delivered Ramadan meals (hot or dry meals or
food baskets) to people affected by the pandemic



during the holy month of Ramadan. The community
fund also distributed food baskets under the name
of “Our Food is One” to vulnerable groups affected
by the pandemic, including poor people, people with
disabilities, widows, divorced women, prisoners’
families and older persons.

The United Arab Emirates provided low-income

families and low-income labourers with three
months of food to, with support from charities,

NGOs and Sharjah Islamic Bank.

Figure 10. Responses to COVID-19 in GCC countries
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Figure 11. Beneficiaries of responses to COVID-19 in Arab countries
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In sum, despite their long exposure to conflict and
emergencies, Arab countries such as Irag, Lebanon and the
Syrian Arab Republic are not able to match their experience
with the level of State protection for citizens required during
the current pandemic. Many Arab countries, apart from
the Gulf States, face the same challenges as other low-
and lower-middle-income countries due to huge losses in
revenue and jobs following lockdown, weaker economic and
public health institutions, higher levels of informal labour,
and populations earning just enough to get by.

Government responses to COVID-19 have varied across
the Arab countries. Most have increased the number
of beneficiaries of existing social assistance and cash
transfer programmes as can be seen in the case studies
of Egypt and Morocco. Some countries, such as Jordan
and Lebanon, have used existing employment-based
social insurance schemes to relieve employers of their
share of the contribution. In some cases, new cash-based
schemes have been introduced to support a larger share
of vulnerable people. This is the case in Egypt, where a
one-off monetary compensation of 500 Egyptian pounds
(832) for three months was offered to informal workers
registered with the database of the Ministry of Labour and
Manpower. Payment was made through post offices and
banks. The programme was expected to cover 1.5 million
individuals working in construction, ports, agriculture,
fishing, plumbing, electricity and similar sectors.

Topping the list of challenges is the basic access to food, as
food insecurity has been a major concern, for many decades
already, of the United Nations agencies working in the Arab
region, and the approaches by respective Governments
have varied greatly. Hence, a major initiative by some
Governments has been to provide food parcels and food aid
to vulnerable households. The recently announced regional
response by ESCWA to the COVID-19 crisis in Arab countries
has estimated that a further 8.3 million people currently in
the middle-class income bracket will become poor due to
loss of income and foreign remittances. Women have been
especially affected as many work in the front line of health
and social care provision and face the increased risk of
domestic violence during lockdown or as a result of poverty.
These risks are found all over the world, not just in the Arab
region. The 26 million refugees and IDPs in the Arab region
are also put at additional risk by the COVID-19 pandemic.

In terms of the key issue of health, many countries
lack the infrastructure to attend to the needs of their
populations, with the exception of only the GCC States.
Arab populations spend 50 per cent of their disposable
income on health-created costs and, with such a high
proportion of informal workers, lack of access to social
insurance also often means lack of access to health
care. However, it is noteworthy that one of the initiatives
Arab countries embarked on to deal with the COVID-19
pandemic was to extend sick pay for formal workers.
For example, in Lebanon, paid sick leave was granted
to medical employees such as nurses and contractors
working in hospitals covering the entire isolation period.
Work-related injuries and emergencies were covered
for workers who contracted COVID-19. The relevant
laws cover the responsibilities of employers in case of
occupational injuries with corresponding compensation
and indemnity as well as workers’ entitlements.

Gender-sensitive fiscal
support

By May 2021, 1.2 percent of the total fiscal support
announced by Governments in the Arab region went
to gender-responsive measures benefitting women
employees, women entrepreneurs, households headed by
women, and women as victims of gender violence.

Mauritania has allocated $140 million to support 30,000
households headed by women, the elderly and persons
with disabilities. The Saudi Arabian Government required
employers in the private sectors to offer compulsory
two weeks of sick leave for pregnant women. In Jordan,
vocational training on awareness-raising on COVID-19
took place in four women centres. In Irag, Lebanon
and Tunisia, support was provided to victims of gender
violence using information communications and
digital technologies. In Lebanon, a hotline was set up
dealing with violence at various levels occurring during
quarantine and lockdown periods whereby the majority
of the reported cases affected women and girls. Algeria
expanded social security coverage to deliveries in private
maternal health facilities and made this innovation
permanent.

The COVID-19 Pandemic in the Arab Region: An Opportunity to Reform Social Protection Systems



The case study of Morocco:
The cash transfer programme as
a response to the COVID-19 crisis

Morocco undertook substantive efforts to counter the
negative effects of COVID-19, especially in the field of
social protection. At the wake of the outbreak, Morocco
established a COVID-19 solidarity fund that raised up to
$3.4 billion from public-sector funds and private-sector
donations to finance health and social protection
support measures. The cash transfer programme
which was extended both vertically and horizontally
benefitted almost half of the population of Morocco. By
the end of July 2020, the Government had completed the
distribution of the three planned temporary transfers
to 5.5 million households (about 65 per cent of the
total population), representing a cumulative cost of
$1.7 billion.3* People of the following three categories
received cash transfers between March and July 2020:

e One million formal workers received a fixed monthly
allowance of 2,000 Moroccan dirham ($220) through
the national security fund.

e 2.3 million workers in the informal sector with
access to a medical assistance scheme or a
RAMED card received 800 Moroccan dirham
($88) for households of two people, 1,000 dirham
($110) for households of three to four people and
1,200 dirham ($132) for households of more than
four people.

e Two million workers in the informal sector without
access to a medical assistance scheme or RAMED
card also received the same amount mentioned
above depending on the size of the household.

The latter category represents an opportunity for
the sustainability of such programmes. Considered
as middle class, people without access to a RAMED
card were previously not deemed eligible for financial

assistance. However, the COVID-19 crisis and its
repercussions have paved the way towards rethinking
social assistance programmes in terms of expanding
the contributory base to these people and, in turn,
have them benefit from social protection programmes,
thereby ensuring increased institutionalization and
sustainability. Thus, Morocco perceived the COVID-19
crisis as an opportunity for reform, building on the
success of the COVID-19 response. Morocco provides
a very good example of potentially greater life-course
focus in a social protection system.3

The success of the cash transfer programme was
not limited to its expansion, but also to its effective
disbursement using innovative technologies. For example,
holders of a RAMED card requested the allowance by
a simple short message service (SMS) and received
instructions by a return SMS. People without a RAMED
card had to apply through a newly created website.
The instructions for collecting the benefit was sent by
mobile phone. At the end, all recipients were able to
“withdraw their allowance from banks, public and private
money transfer offices and automated teller machines
(ATMs) through the mobilization of a network of 16,000
distribution points as well as 250 mobile units to serve
rural areas”.®

In addition to implementing these effective measures
to facilitate receiving the benefits, the Government
launched a large outreach programme and several
communication and awareness-raising campaigns.
Beneficiaries also had at their disposal a grievance
mechanism/website to submit their claims to the
emergency cash transfer programme.%’

On July 29 2020, the King of Morocco pledged to make
the provision of social security to all Moroccans a
national priority for the next five years. Indeed, building
on the response to COVID-19 based on a study conducted



in June 2020 on the socioeconomic and psychological
effects of COVID-19 on households, with a special focus
on the impact on children, and in line with the 2021-
2025 procedural plan for the implementation of social
protection programmes, and law 09.21 (loi-cadre 09.21,
protection sociale), Morocco has embarked on the
following reforms:

e Expansion of the mandatory medical coverage by
2022 to include 22 million additional beneficiaries,
by including the informal sector with contributory
capacity and part of the formal sector currently
excluded from those schemes such as liberal
professions and self-employed people such
as doctors, architects, lawyers, paramedical
professionals and others.

¢ Reinforcement of family assistance provided to
seven million school-aged children.

e Expansion of the contributory base of the pension
system by integrating five million new beneficiaries
who were previously excluded.

e Strengthening of the benefit

programme.*®

unemployment

¢ Deployment of the unified social registry planned
for 2023-2025 with its new means-testing formula
(focusing on family expenditure rather than
earning among other criteria) and the integrated
management system for
protection programmes ensuring synergies and

information social

coordination.

e A special focus to expand contributions targeting
workers in the informal sector regrouped into 60
categories; dialogue is currently underway with
15 groups, six of which are already covered by the
mandatory basic health insurance.

e Application of a new innovative single tax contribution
to replace the flat rate scheme (unified professional
contribution).*°

e Asof 2021, are-orientation of the budget of subsidies
(flour, sugar, butane gas) will begin by replacing it
gradually with a universal child benefit programme
(allocations familliales).*'

The case study of Egypt:
a substantive horizontal
expansion of the Takaful and
Karama programmes to counter
the negative effects of the
COVID-19 crisis

The first conditional Takaful and non-conditional Karama
cash transfer programmes were launched in Egypt in
2015 targeting all those living under the poverty line. The
number of beneficiaries rose from 1.7 million families
to 3.7 million families, amounting to approximately 10
million additional individuals.*? In addition, the amount
of the cash transfer programme targeting four million
individuals rose from 3.6 billion Egyptian pounds to
19 billion pounds in 2020, signifying an increase by
270 per cent.®® The cash transfer programme Takaful,
which was conditional on education, health care and
reproductive rights, and the unconditional cash transfer
Karama aimed at protecting poor people above the age
of 65, disable people, orphans, and widows.

The Takaful programme was also complemented by
an economic empowerment component that includes
rehabilitation to enter the labour force as well as a
system of microcredits to finance small businesses.
The objective of this support was not to sustain the
assistance and perpetuate dependence but rather
considered as a temporary assistance to lift people out
of poverty so that they can enter the labour market, be
productive and become self-sufficient.**

In 2018, the programme underwent a review to ensure
that capable individuals can indeed start working
and benefiting from the different opportunities that
were offered by the private sector through different
partnerships with the public sector in the areas of
agriculture in general, investments in farming and
artisanal craftmanship.

According to the rapid survey conducted in 2020-2021
by the Central Agency for Public Mobilization and
Statistics, these programmes (Takaful and Karama)
initially targeted to cover 20 per cent of the poor; however,
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findings suggest that 27 per cent of the poorest quantile
were covered.”> Measures also indicated that these
programmes reach a 93 per cent level of accuracy,
noting a 6 percent level in terms of exclusion.*¢
These programmes were partly responsible for the
decreasing poverty rates in Egypt, namely, from 32.5
per cent in 2018 to 29.7 per cent in 2020.%

Horizontal expansion targeting the most
vulnerable: flexibility in the eligibility criteria and
the use of new technologies for better service
delivery and cash transfer

When the COVID-19 pandemic became a global
crisis, Egypt, like most countries, was particularly
hit with lockdowns and rising unemployment levels,
especially in sectors such as tourism and hospitality.
This case study highlights the Egyptian response in
terms of providing prompt and efficient cash transfers
through the horizontal expansion of programmes
such as Takaful and Karama. Other interventions
were undertaken by the Egyptian Government during
the pandemic which are not entirely covered in this
report. Although many challenges persist, the Egyptian
intervention was characterized by flexibility in the
eligibility criteria, thereby allowing new categories of
individuals to benefit from the Takaful and Karama
assistance, in addition to the use of new technology
for efficient service delivery and cash transfer. The
sections below provide an elaboration of this particular
Egyptian experience.

During the COVID-19 crisis, Egypt was able to provide
cash support to a total of 5.5 million families.*® Through
the expansion of the Takaful and Karama programmes,
411,000 additional families received temporary cash
support for a period of six months.*® Out of these 411,000
families, 58 per cent are female-headed, 68 per cent live in
rural areas, 13 per cent are elderly, 45 per cent are people
with disabilities, 1 per cent orphans, and 31 per cent poor
families with school-aged children. *® Many of these
additional families had applied for assistance before the
COVID-19 era, but were refused support because they
did not fit the eligibility criteria.®" Therefore, during the
COVID-19 crisis, the ministry used a flexible elaborate
system of 13 cut-off points instead of the previously

used two cut-off points to identify needy families. This
flexibility ensured that those who were previously not
deemed in need of help now have access to support
and financial assistance.5?

In this context, the ministry has provided cash support
to the supervisors of nurseries that had to close and to
the poorest tourist guides without additional income.%
Food aid was provided to 40,000 pregnant women in
order to help them feed their children. Cooperation
between several ministries, through the use of new
technologies, such as the G2G platform, which includes
several databases from different ministries for better
intergovernmental coordination, culminated in the
issuance of 50,000 ration cards for Takaful and Karama
families. In addition, 1.5 million families received water
and medical and veterinary assistance; 1.1 million
people with disabilities received assistance worth 5
billion Egyptian pounds; and 561 integrated service
cards were issued to cover people’s different needs.*

In addition, an electronic portal for inquiries and
complaints for beneficiaries of the Takaful and
Karama programmes was launched electronically,®
and an electronic portal was additionally launched
to register persons with disabilities who would like
to obtain an integrated service card.*® Furthermore,
the Ministry of Social Solidarity recently launched
the interactive communication platform Rapid Pro in
cooperation with UNICEF.>” The Rapid Pro programme
enables the Ministry to create a direct communication
channel with the beneficiaries through which it shares
awareness messages within the framework of an
awareness programme for community development
on various social and cultural issues such as correct
hygiene practices, safe motherhood, child marriage,
and female genital mutilation, and through which it
receives observations and evaluations on the various
services provided by the Ministry.®® Rapid Pro mainly
targets the beneficiaries of the Takaful and Karama
programmes and the beneficiaries of social insurance
pensions (Daman), and a competition with a prize of
200,000 Egyptian pounds was designed with the aim
of educating families benefiting from the Takaful and
Karama programme about the seriousness of COVID-19
and ways to prevent the spreading of the virus.*



New technologies were also used for the prompt
delivery of cash assistance, and 20,000 new cash
pickup outlets from ATM machines to bank dropouts
were added to the initial 4,500 postal outlets for the
collection of cash transfers. Many beneficiaries also
collected cash via mobile phones. To maintain social
distancing measures, recipients from the Karama
programme were allowed to cash their assistance
during the first two days of the week, followed by
beneficiaries of the Takaful programme.

In sum, the Egyptian Government, similar to many other
countries, augmented its support during the pandemic
and provided an array of services to the neediest
segments of the population. The horizontal expansion
of the Takaful and Karama programmes enabled cash
assistance for vulnerable groups in times of crises.
The programmes showed flexibility in identifying new
beneficiaries. The eligibility criteria were calibrated to
fit the crisis mode the country was entering into and
the new categories of persons in need of assistance
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Intergovernmental
coordination was enhanced through the use of
electronic platforms such as G2G to identify needs
through cross-checking the beneficiaries’ database. In
addition, the use of new technologies for the delivery
of services such as ATM outlets and transfers through
mobile phones proved highly efficient. Government
officials affirm that there is a political will to continue
these efforts and learn from the pandemic to better
strategize for the future. However, only time will
demonstrate whether the Egyptian Government can
indeed sustain this kind of assistance and build on
the success of this experience. As described above,
the Egyptian case demonstrates greater potential
towards a life-course approach incorporating low-
income households. Its targeted approach means
that other life contingencies experienced by middle-
income households as the result of child-rearing costs
are potentially neglected. Such households are still
vulnerable to poverty and, without adequate income
or non-income-based support, they may well join the
ranks of low-income households in Egypt. A life-course
approach would put in place social support regardless
of income.

The effectiveness of social
protection measures taken
by selected Arab countries
to confront COVID-19, in

comparison to other countries

IPC-IG estimated the coverage and adequacy of social
protection responses to COVID-19 across the Global
South. Several interventions had high coverage, reaching
more than half the national population in at least seven
countries, including Morocco’'s support programme for
informal workers and families (figure 12). By region,
coverage was highest in Latin America and the Caribbean
and lowest in sub-Saharan Africa. Programmes in the
Arab region ranked mostly at the lower end in terms of
coverage, reaching, on average, less than 20 per cent of the
population. However, the adequacy of these cash transfers
to meet household needs was low, averaging less than 20
per cent of the national average income or spending in all
five selected Arab programmes (figure 12).

Many measures related to health and economic, financial,
social and protective matters were implemented in
the Arab world during 2020. However, they were not
comprehensive for several reasons. Figure 12 shows the
level of coverage and benefits in selected Arab States in
comparison with other countries and regions. With the
exception of Morocco, which reached a coverage of 55
per cent, measures, according to literature, have not been
sufficient due to the following reasons:

* Low coverage of insurance systems: Social
insurance plans in the Arab region provide limited
coverage, are mostly limited to formally employed
workers and mainly cover old age, disability and
death pensions. Some Arab countries, for instance,
Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, provide
unemployment insurance plans, but these do not
apply to foreign workers, which are the majority of
the labour force, especially in the GCCs.

* Legislative shortcomings: Multiple groups, such as
agricultural workers, day labourers, seasonal workers
and domestic workers are excluded from laws

governing social insurance systems in the Arab region.
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Figure 12. Level of coverage and benefit of selected cash transfer programmes, by region, as at February 2021
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This means that these workers, who are in particular
need of protection in times of crisis, are left outside of
the formal social protection system.

Low health coverage: Millions of citizens and
residents in the Arab region have no access to health
care or health insurance, specifically vulnerable
groups such as workers in the informal sector,
agricultural workers, refugees and immigrants.

Inadequate benefits: Cash and in-kind assistance
was directed to the poor and to workers in the
informal sector, but it was insufficient to meet the

newly emerged needs and requirements in light of
the closures that took place in most countries of the
Arab world.

The dispersion, fragmentation and multiplicity of social
protection systems and institutions in the Arab region
often indicate limited effectiveness. Operational costs
are “high, money is wasted, there is duplication of
efforts and gaps in provision, and policies often conflict
and contradict each other”." More inclusiveness,
comprehensive protection and sustainable poverty

reduction impacts are needed.



A regional dialogue®? evaluated the measures undertaken
by Arab countries regarding COVID-19, which reached the
following key conclusions and recommendations:®

e All Arab countries need effective social protection
systems, including social insurance and social
assistance, to provide protection to all vulnerable
groups. These systems also need to have the
capacity to respond effectively and promptly during
crises such as COVID-19. A life-course approach is
suited for this preventive role of social protection
since it takes into account how income and life
contingencies fluctuate for different reasons such
as childbirth, loss of work or retirement during
which the population is likely to need particular
social protection.

e Unprecedented circumstances caused by the
pandemic have tested existing systems and exposed
gaps and deficiencies, notably the inadequacy of
emergency plans for health issue, and the failure
to include all citizens under the umbrella of social
security. The issue is not only related to aid and not
only a matter of social security. The Arab region
needs strategies, policies and laws to achieve
a social protection floor that is comprehensive,
transparent, accountable, and relevant, in a way
that guarantees poverty reduction and protection of
vulnerable families. This requires cooperation and
integration between States, the private sector and
civil society organizations.

e In several countries, civil society is advocating for a
comprehensive social protection system that targets
all groups without discrimination. In the State of
Palestine, for example, the social security law does not
include many people living in poverty and in greatest
need of care and protection, even more so during
the pandemic. In Iraq, social protection systems are
insufficient and do not include marginalized groups,
informal-sector workers and widows. Laws on labour
and social security must be activated to protect
women, people living in conflict and war zones and
others to ensure comprehensive coverage.

e The aid provided to vulnerable groups during
crisesis often limited to a certain period; therefore,

it does not guarantee people’s protection on a
continuous basis.

e Every country needs a national social protection
system that extends coverage to all population groups,
including people with disabilities, small farmers, self-
employed workers, domestic workers and others.

* Laws need to be in place to underpin national social
protection systems; they need to be comprehensive
and not limited to humanitarian or monetary aid for
specific periods.

It is important to note that evidence of the effectiveness
of social protection responses to COVID-19 is still
emerging. Low- and middle-income countries can deal
better with the COVID-19 pandemic by providing an
emergency safety net with extensive coverage “if they
use a broader patchwork of solutions than higher-income
countries. These strategies could include expanding
their social insurance system, building on existing social
assistance programmes, and involving local governments
and non-state institutions to identify and assist vulnerable
groups.”®* The following are some key messages
regarding the role of social assistance programmes in
addressing the pandemic:

* Governments may find difficulty in financing the
necessary measures to combat COVID-19 given
prior indebtedness and additional difficulty of
borrowing during the pandemic. Without access to
finance, the scale of the COVID-19 response may be
limited.

* Social assistance programmes will gain additional
importance as part of the pandemic response effort
due to the high levels of informality in many low-
and middle-income countries. Existing programmes
should be maintained, temporarily extended and
made more generous so that new households can
benefit, and existing beneficiaries can deal with the
additional costs imposed by the pandemic.

» Keycharacteristics of social assistance programmes
influence the effectiveness of COVID-19 responses.
One is the type of assistance and the consideration
whether in-kind services and public procurement
would be better suited to withstand the impact of
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fluctuating supply chains or prices that might make
in-cash assistance less reliable. In Lebanon, the
deterioration of the national currency undermined
food security; therefore, it is also recommended to
provide in-kind services and public procurement to
needy persons rather than cash assistance which,
in this case, is considerate less reliable.

It should be considered whether social assistance
programmes should be conditional and whether it
makes sense to keep them during the pandemic,
including conditional cash transfers and public
programmes. Many cash assistance
programmes in the Arab region are conditional on
the provision of education, reproductive health

works

and health services, which should be reconsidered
during crisis situations.

Special focus should be placed on how targeting
is determined, for instance, on the basis of
indicators, to

sociodemographic or economic

undermine inclusion and exclusion errors.

Governments may be able to leverage all
programmes simultaneously to achieve a more

effective COVID-19 response.

Non-State actors have the potential to play a
supplementary and essential role in addition to State
interventions. Low- and middle- income countries
already have a long tradition of philanthropic and
community-level social activism by the civil society.
Existing social protection transfers are often widely
shared within families and extended networks even
in normal times.

Morocco and Egypt are good examples of how
Arab countries can move towards the life-course
approach expanding access to households and
adults working in the informal sector. However,
emphasizing on targeting will hamper these efforts.
The issue of finance is also central to the further
development of the life course in these countries and
may require more substantive reforms concerning
taxes and other funding resources available to
Governments.

Even at the global level, there is limited information
available to date on the actual impact of social protection
in mitigating the economic and health effects of the
pandemic and related restrictions on economic activities.
However, one study in Ethiopia showed that participants
in social protection programmes were more protected
against the negative effects of COVID-19 than non-
participants.5®

To conclude, COVID-19 has demonstrated the imperative
of having inclusive and comprehensive social protection
systems in place. However, it remains to be seen whether
COVID-19 will reinvigorate Government investments
in expanding and strengthening rights-based social
protection systems across the world (high road) or
whether the expansions introduced in 2020 will be
followed by contractions and cutbacks towards minimal
residual provision in a post-COVID-19 austerity world (low
road).®® Some countries show encouraging signs that
the social contract around social protection, which has
proved its importance during 2020 — with Governments
as duty-bearers meeting their responsibility to guarantee
the subsistence needs of all citizens and residents as
claims-holders at all times — will be strengthened rather
than weakened in the coming years.



Financial sustainability
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Key messages * .*.

Arab countries have responded rapidly to
the economic effects of the COVID-19 crisis
on firms and households and to keep their
financial markets in operation. By May 2021,
most Arab countries committed to fiscal
stimulus packages. The GCC showed the
highest spending, at $69.9 billion, compared to
$24.78 billion spent by the other subregions.
These stimulus packages are mainly based on
foregone or re-allocated funding and do not
involve major reforms in the tax base.
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The average size of fiscal relief packages
in the Arab region was smaller than in other
regions around the world (apart from sub-
Saharan Africa). This is mainly due to limited
fiscal space among low- and middle-income
countries that are oil importers and to the
existing high rate of public economic support
among the oil-exporting countries. The total
fiscal support in the Arab region reached
3.9 per cent of GDP, while the world average
was at 22.6 per cent.

O

Globally, about 9 percent of fiscal support
was spent on social protection: 6 per cent on
health-related support and some 60 per cent
on economic support. In comparison, the Arab
region spent, on average, double the global
amounts on social protection and health-
related programmes. Exceptionally, Somalia
allocated 100 per cent of the pandemic fiscal
stimulus to social protection, and in Iraq
and Lebanon, social protection allocation
accounted for 95 per cent and 96.8 per cent,
respectively, of overall spending.

$

The levels of spending are also significantly
higher than the individual country averages

ly for social protection spending as percentage

of GDP, showing, on the one hand, to which
extent Arab countries have mobilized funds

during the pandemic crisis but also the extent
of social needs, on the other hand, which
poses a future challenge for the sustainability
of pandemic-related social protection
spending packages.
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Due to the absence of an adequate tax base,
reduced fiscal space, high levels of debt,
poor economic performance, and reduced
oil revenues,
provided temporary consumption-smoothing
programmes to vulnerable groups such as the
unemployed, women and children, rather than
extending social insurance and life-course
programmes. These factors account for the
gap in social protection coverage during the
pandemic and recovery period.

most Arab countries have

il

Among Arab countries for which data as at
June 2021 is available, the private sector in
Tunisia contributed $410 million as a response
to the pandemic and, in Morocco, attracted
$104.5 million. Philanthropies have played
a major role in raising some $2.2 million in
Morocco and the United Arab Emirates.
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Rather than putting in place new legislation,
countries relied on other mechanisms to
deliver the spending packages, such as
extrabudgetary funds or executive decrees.
While these measures facilitated the prompt
disbursement of funds, they undermined
accountability mechanisms of fiscal policy
decisions in Arab countries.
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By making clean energy transitions central
to their recovery plans, Arab oil-producing
countries can pave the way for more robust
structural changes to support economic
recovery that is environmentally sustainable

as much as it is financially sustainable.




e Stimulus measures could be an opportunity
in Arab countries to invest in the real
economic transformations and technological

S ! #_innovations (avoiding greenwashing), such

77N as boosting technologies for solar and wind
energy, for smart green cities and for seawater
desalinization projects (powered by renewable
energy sources) and developing and greening
public transport systems.

* Possible sustainability-enhancing policies for
Arab countries may include conditionalizing
sector-specific financial support measures
on environmental improvements. Financial
support measures such as preferential loans,
loan guarantees and tax abatements could
be directed towards supporting stronger
environmental commitments and performance
in pollution-intensive sectors that may be
particularly affected by the crisis.

e A major lesson learned from the COVID-19
pandemic is the importance of further
investment in the emergency preparedness
of the social protection system. Jordan
is a noteworthy example showing crisis-
preparedness despite regional volatility, fiscal
constraints and economic shocks.

e The introduction of a basic income guarantee
or universal child allowance would help to

O]

$ o provide longer-term structural reform. Morocco

is taking positive steps by gradually replacing its
subsidies with a family allowance programme.

e To extend contributory schemes to the informal
economy, countries will need to initiate wider
social dialogue and coalition-building among
the Government, firms and workers in the
formal sector who are not part of contributory
schemes and, of course, the highly diverse
informal sector. These types of programmes,
being universal and permanent, would
constitute a major step in the right direction
towards life-course-based social policy.

e Investing further in social protection and
diversifying the range of financial resources, in
particular, through equitable tax collection (for
instance, progressive and corporate taxation)
are all important lessons for Arab countries
who are struggling with fiscal deficits and
conflict.

e Puttinginplacethetechnicaland administrative
infrastructure for new schemes post-pandemic
is another possible area of focus to support
sustainability. This can be the foundation
for social protection systems with a view to
capacity-building and preparedness.

Resource allocations and
expenditures, ensuring access
for all

This section outlines the sources and types of financial
measures undertaken by the Arab countries and provides
an overview, by subregion, of key sources of finance.
Where available, the section refers to regulatory and
institutional reforms that accompanied the financial
measures and the interventions associated therewith.
The provided data give an overview of key sectors and
population groups that were the intended beneficiaries of
the pandemic measures. It also outlines the anticipated

impact of interventions in relation to vertical and
horizontal coverage and of the life-course approach to
social policy.

Arab countries have responded rapidly to the economic
effects of the crisis on the private sector and households
and to keep their financial markets in operation. The target
beneficiaries of the COVID-19 interventions have been
vulnerable groups such as women, the elderly, children
and informal workers using a mix of social assistance
and tax-relief measures. Although focusing on these
vulnerable groups is important, the pandemic spending
has focused on short-term relief measures which stand
to increase the fiscal deficit of Arab countries.
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The pandemic measures thus present risks for
macroeconomic stability, with the increases in fiscal
deficits and governmental debts in all Arab countries in
2020 posing an important challenge for the introduction
of a sustainable life-course approach to social policy.®’
Fiscal deficits of Arab countries have increased in 2020
as a result of a decline in oil prices amidst the COVID-19
pandemic (figure 13). Highest deficit is recorded in Saudi
Arabia, where the fiscal deficit widened to 16 per cent
of GDP in 2020, down from 4.2 percent in 2019 and
estimated to increase to 4.7 per cent of GDP in 2021.
Bahrain and Oman also recorded high deficits of nearly
16 and 17 percent of GDP, respectively, in 2020. As
shown, the fiscal position in GCC countries depends on il
revenues and its price dynamics. In Algeria, the situation
has worsened notably, with the fiscal deficit reaching 18
per cent of GDP in 2020, estimated to reach a deficit of 8
per cent of GDP in 2021. Qatar, however, stands at a fiscal
surplus of 5.56 per cent of GDP in 2020. The promising
and stabilized fiscal position of Qatar is driven by an
abundancy in natural gas reserve. It is noteworthy that
Mauritania showed a slight surplus of 0.2 per cent of GDP
in 2020. The country has shown resilience to external
shocks compared to other countries in its subregion. The
Arab country context is in line with global trends where
fiscal deficits have surpassed 10 per cent of the global
GDP-®8 This raises concerns regarding the sustainability
of the countries’ economic response given the continued
social and economic needs during the recovery period.

Budgeting systems will need to adapt and progress
based on the lessons learned to cope with demands
and challenges brought about by the COVID-19
crisis. An issue of concern for Arab countries which
could weaken the base of a more sustainable social
protection system after the crisis is that few Arab
countries have published or announced supplementary
budget laws to their legislature. Rather than putting
in place new legislation, countries relied on other
mechanisms to deliver the spending packages, such as
extrabudgetary funds or executive decrees. Example
Government legislation introduced in other regions
includes deferral of tax filings and payments, payroll
tax and social security deferral or reduction as well as
low-interest financing. In other middle-income regions
such as Latin America, example legislation has included

new decrees and reformulated laws in Peru and Chile
allowing formal workers to make one-off emergency
cash withdrawals.®®

While temporary extrabudgetary measures facilitated
the prompt spending on social protection programmes
during the crisis, they undermined accountability
mechanisms of fiscal policy decisions, further confirming
the temporary and reflexive approach to financing the
COVID-19 response.

Out of the total fiscal support in the Arab region of $94.8
billion, $70 billion were provided by GCCs whereas
middle-income countries, LDCs and countries affected
by conflict spent only $19.4 billion, $4.1 billion and $1.3
billion, respectively (figure 14). The total global fiscal
support was $18.7 trillion, most of which came from high-
income countries.

This discrepancy between Arab countries and the global
average reflects wider inequalities in Government fiscal
support to alleviate the impact of the pandemic.” The
Arab countries are not alone in this regard as low- and
middle-income countries, globally, also had low levels of
spending.

The average size of fiscal relief packages in the Arab
region was smaller than in other regions around the
world, apart from sub-Saharan Africa (figure 15).This
is mainly due to limited fiscal space among low- and
middle-income countries that are oil importers and the
existing high rate of public economic support among
the oil-exporting countries. Arab States extended 3.9
per cent of their GDP of 2020 to fiscal support compared
to the global average of 22.6 per cent of GDP of the
same year.

The discrepancy in spending shows the tight fiscal
scope Arab countries are already operating in, with
some countries acutely dependent on donor support
to finance social protection packages. Oil-importing
countries focused their spending on health and targeted
social transfers, while oil- exporting countries prioritized
temporary tax reductions, extended payment deadlines
and increased other spending such as partial salary
payments to preserve jobs.



Figure 13. General Government fiscal deficit, 2019-2021 (Percentage of GDP)
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Figure 14. Fiscal response by Governments in the Arab region (Billion dollars)
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Figure 15. Comparative fiscal support, globally, by region (Percentage of GDP)
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Figure 16. Share of fiscal stimulus in Arab countries, by policy type (Percentage)
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Figure 16 shows the share of fiscal stimulus by type
of policy area among Arab countries compared to the
rest of the world. Countries in the Arab region spent
18 per cent of fiscal support on social protection, with
Somalia reaching 100 per cent, followed by Lebanon with
96.8 per cent and Iraq with 95 per cent. These levels of
spending show the extent to which Arab countries have
mobilized resources during the pandemic crisis but also
the extent of social needs, which poses a future challenge
for the sustainability of pandemic social protection
spending packages. On average, 15.6 per cent of fiscal
support was spent on health-related support, with the
highest spending reported in the State of Palestine at
73 percent; 38.3 percent went into economic policy
support,”” with the highest spending reported in Yemen;
and approximately 28 per cent goes to non-disaggregated
support,’? which refers to lumped up policy measures
announced by the government which makes it hard
to compare data between countries. Exceptionally,
Morocco reveals that 100 per cent of the pandemic fiscal
stimulus was allocated to multiple measures such as
unemployment benefits, social insurance contributions
and cash transfers. In comparison, globally, some 9
per cent of fiscal support was spent on social protection,
6 per cent on health-related support and approximately
60 per cent was spent on economic support.”

Philanthropy, the private sector, multilateral’* and bilateral 7°
donors aimed atreducing the negative impact of COVID-19
through contributing money, equipment and expertise;

yet, there is major room for improvement. Among Arab
countries for which data is available as at June 2021,
the private sector in Tunisia contributed $410 million
as a response to the pandemic, and Morocco attracted
$104.5 million. Philanthropies also have played a major
role in the financing of approximately $2.2 million in each
of Morocco and the United Arab Emirates. Donations
by the private sector and philanthropy are considered
a long-standing feature of Arab social solidarity, but
comparable global data is not available to better gauge
the significance of these contributions. Dependence
on donor funding as response to COVID-19 is a double-
edged sword for low- and middle-income countries since,
on the one hand, it provides an important support in times
of crisis but stands in the way of sustainable institutional
development in the domestic context to take control of
the social protection agenda, on the other.

To respond to the COVID-19 pandemic, the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) has pledged a $1 trillion lending
capacity and, by October 15, 2021,7® IMF responded to
unprecedented calls for emergency financing from 89
countries, meeting the demand of about $117 billion
worth of financial assistance, more than three times
than for the same period of the global financial crisis. Of
the $117 billion, the Arab region received approximately
$10 billion, with Egypt and Jordan receiving the highest
share of $,7972 million and $1,901.5 million, respectively
(figure 17).

Figure 17. Financial assistance by IMF as response to COVID-19 (Millions of dollars)
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Shortcomings in responses to
COVID-19 to ensure sustainability
and how to overcome them

The focus on short-term measures to smoothen
consumption means that vulnerable populations still do
not have long-term guarantees of income. Middle-class
households suffering from job or income loss have not
been directly supported either. Hence, important gaps
remain in protecting populations in the long term, with
importantimplications for the introduction of a sustainable
life-course approach.

Social protection spending is often the first casualty in
times of financial pressure. In Arab countries, the overall
investmentrelatedto COVID-19 responses ranges between
roughly 0.05 per cent of GDP in Algeria,”” where a one-time
transfer was provided to just over one million households
during the month of Ramadan, to around 2 per cent of
GDP in Morocco, where two new temporary emergency
programmes are estimated to reach 79 percent of
households. Beside Morocco, none of the Arab countries
is anywhere near a level of investment that would be able
to stimulate consumption enough to significantly speed
up economic recovery. In Jordan, the social protection
response — consisting predominantly of a temporary six-
month payment to around 250,000 informally employed
persons and a top up to some existing recipients of the
NAF programme — has cost an estimated 0.63 per cent of
GDP. Jordan's emergency support is mainly funded by the
World Bank, through a loan by the International Bank for
Reconstruction and Development with co-financing from
a grant by the Department for International Development
and other donors under the Joint Financing Agreement.
In the other countries with a social protection response,
the level of spending was minimal. Generally speaking,
the responses to COVID-19 did not build life-course
programmes within a consolidated social protection
system. This is due to the lack of an existing tax-financed
system to scale up effectively, with the result that most
countries’ responses covered very few people. The
presence of a large informal sector in middle- and low-
income Arab countries also makes it less likely that
social insurance or active labour-market policies can be
mobilized as shock-response tools.

Other key factors that influence sustainability are the
political will for longerterm financing of life-course-
based social protection. Although Arab Governments
have responded to COVID-19, the pandemic measures
undertaken so far do not reveal any wider societal
mobilization around breakthrough social protection
measures such as a minimum income guarantee. Further
advocacy and coalition-building among civil society actors
such as in Jordan and Lebanon might be able to nudge the
political will further. A global example is the civil society
movement around the introduction of a basic minimum
income in South Africa, which has gained momentum due to
the COVID-19 pandemic. Some observers have advocated
for a universal child allowance, and there is evidence that
Morocco is seeking to establish such a scheme which
would support the well-being of children and families into
the future. The maturity of the social protection system is
another key factor that can support a stronger response to
COVID-19 and include new populations to benefit from the
social protection system against the impact of the crisis
on their income.

Legislative orregulatoryreformstoextend social rightsand
access to social protection also play an important role in
ensuring sustainability. Some Arab countries experienced
gaps in the timely procurement of equipment and supplies
and associated budget pressures.”® Although essential
COVID-19 commodities and supplies are covered under
various COVID-19 response plans, sufficient budgets are
needed to ensure timely procurement and distribution of
equipment and supplies to facilities and health workers
in need.

Hence, the COVID-19 crisis has highlighted the importance
of policy structures and institutions such as transparency
and  anticorruption public
procurement, strength and capacity of digitalization,
open-government approaches, and a greater role for
civil society. The collaboration of Governments with civil
society has been essential for effective crisis responses
in many Arab countries. Therefore, more effective
governance measures should be put in place to support

measures, effective

the sustainability of responses and essential services by
public institutions, while also developing public-sector
resilience and adaptability. Together, these measures
can enhance public support for Arab Governments.



In this respect, the crisis presents an opportunity for
Governments to build bridges of trust by accelerating
public administration reform to create a more efficient
and transparent public sector.”®

While spending should remain financially tenable, higher
levels of spending during a crisis can provide urgent
economic stimulus (countercyclical spending). A fiscal
stimulus package can indeed enable countries to lower
the recession they are facing and, importantly, to recover
more quickly. For example, in Sri Lanka®® projections
suggest that investing 1.5 percent of GDP over six
months in a series of life-course transfers would have
provided an impressively effective stimulus during the
crisis, cutting the severity of the recession projected for
2020 in half, from an 8.3 per cent fall in the predicted
economic growth to 3.9 per cent. None of the low- and
middle-income countries in the Arab region is at this
level of investment in expanded or new non-contributory
benefits for affected populations. Overall, across all low-
and middle-income Arab countries that have introduced
emergency social protection, the average investment is at
only 0.5 per cent of GDP#!

Use and extension of digital data systems to identify
and reach households in need are also proving to be
significant means to achieve innovative and sustainable
changes to social protection following the COVID-19
response. The experience of Pakistan is a good example
and will be further elaborated on below. Arab countries
having made use of these data registries include Egypt,
Morocco and the United Arab Emirates, yet to a varying
extent. Further investment into these systems is needed
as they can help to cut costs and provide the financial
sustainability for more comprehensive and effective
social protection systems.

It is also important to consider how GCC and other oil-
producing States can cope with the impact of the oil-price
fluctuation. There is no doubt that the energy sector has
been essential for supporting health care, remote working
and many other needs which arose during the pandemic.
Arab countries can overcome the challenges by ensuring
that their recovery plans are better aligned with long-term
national and global objectives on energy resilience and
sustainable development. As part of this, it is essential

that they focus on clean energy transitions.®2 By making
clean energy transitions central to their recovery plans,
Arab oil-producing countries can pave the way for more
robust structural changes to support economic recovery
that is both environmentally and financially sustainable.

Many countries around the world are making green
measures a central part of stimulus packages in the wake
of COVID-19. Stimulus measures could be an opportunity in
the Arab region to invest in real economic transformations
and technological innovations (avoiding greenwashing),
such as boosting technologies for solar and wind energy,
smart green cities, seawater desalinization projects
(powered by renewable energy sources), and developing
and greening public transport systems.®® This could help
the GCC countries reduce their carbon footprint and energy
demand while diversify their economy away from fossil
fuels. Public and private support should also be enhanced
for investments in water and waste infrastructure
development and modernization, especially in poorer Arab
countries. Enhanced levels of environmental health will
strengthen the resilience of societies against pandemics

and other emergencies.

Sustainability-enhancing policies in Arab countries may
include to make sector-specific financial support measures
conditional on environmental improvements. # Financial
support measures such as preferential loans, loan
guarantees and tax abatements could be directed towards
supporting stronger environmental commitments and
performance in pollution-intensive sectors that may be
particularly affected by the crisis. Hence, the pandemic
offers the opportunity for Arab Governments to ensure
that their stimulus measures and policy response align
with global climate change and wider environmental
protection goals. Countries would do well to evaluate
possible unintended negative environmental impacts
of new short-term recovery measures (such as fiscal
and tax provisions), ensure policy coherence and avoid
the creation of harmful and unintended environmental
consequences that might damage the future resilience
and environmental health of societies.®
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Spending on social
protection: global and regional
success stories

This section highlights successful regional and global
experiences to learn from or to further develop. Success is
measured in terms of governmental capacity to reallocate
spending for more effective social protection during the
pandemic rather than the introduction of a life-course-
based approach to overall social protection. Although
some caution should be exercised in judging the success
of responses to COVID-19 because no robust impact
studies have yet been conducted, the cases illustrated
here provide important food for thought based on existing
evidence of what works well in supporting effective and
efficient life-course-oriented social protection. This
section thus showcases a range of stimuli, reallocations
and cost-saving measures that show the commitment of
Governments to mobilizes resources in defence of their
populations. One emerging key factor is the contribution
of digitization to these resource-allocation efforts, which
reconfirms the increasing opportunities digital social
protection offers to Governments around the world. In
addition, some analysts focus on social insurance and
tax-financed schemes, arguing that these are the most
significant in terms of long-term extension of social
protection to all.

The Central Bank of Jordan made available $705 million
by reducing compulsory reserves of commercial banks,
allowing banks to postpone loan repayments in impacted
sectors and extending guarantees on loans for small and
medium-sized enterprises. The Government also put in
place various tax and social contribution relief measures,
including social measures targeting the most vulnerable
households. Elderly insurance coverage was increased
among other in-kind services. Specific measures were
put in place to support the tourism sector. Jordan is a
noteworthy example showing crisis preparedness despite
regional volatility, fiscal constraints and economic shocks.
A major lesson learned from the COVID-19 pandemic is
the importance of further investment in the emergency
preparedness of the social protection system. This

may include greater sensitivity of gendered needs and
vulnerabilities and greater focus on system preparedness
as well as more durable solutions for all three pillars of the
national system outlined in the National Social Protection
Strategy 2019-2025, which are as follows: (i) decent work
and social security; (ii) social assistance; and (iii) social
services. Analyses should be provided of the existing
situation and challenges in each of those pillars and high-
priority actions for each of the sectors identified. This will
also require continued efforts to enhance coordination
and cooperation between the humanitarian and national
social protection systems.

The Government of the United Arab Emirates allocated a
flexible stimulus budget amounting to nearly 256 billion
Emirati dirhams, or $70 billion. All banks operating in the
United Arab Emirates were granted access to loans and
advances at zero cost against collateral provided by the
Central Bank of the United Arab Emirates. Banks in the
United Arab Emirates deferred payments due for a period
of six months for their corporate and individual clients.
They granted temporary relief from payments of principal
and interest on outstanding loans for all affected private-
sector companies and retail customers in the United Arab
Emirates. They reduced electricity and water bills for
customers in the tourism, hospitality and trade sectors by
20 per cent for a period of three months — equivalent to a
total amount of 86 million dirhams, or $23 million.?¢

Mauritania is an example of a lower-income country that
has taken innovative financial measures. A special fund
for social solidarity was created through governmental
contribution of $170 million. This helped supports
206,000 households with a cash transfer of $60 per
person. The extension of the fund by an additional $13.5
million is possible.®”

The main response strategy of the Government of
Pakistan was the launch of the Ehsaas Emergency
Cash (EEC) programme, allocating 203 billion Pakistani
rupees (approximately $1.2 billion) to deliver one-time
emergency cash assistance to 16.9 million families at



risk of extreme poverty. Each low-income household
received a one-time payment of 12,000 rupees ($75)
to buy staple food items for three months.® The EEC
programme was uniqueinitsresponse becauseitusedits
already existing digital capabilities as part of Ehsaas, its
flagship social protection programme to combat poverty
and inequality. The EEC programme demonstrates how
cash transfer programmes can be used to combat the
socioeconomic harms caused by external shocks such
as the COVID-19 pandemic. The EEC programme marks
amajor breakthrough in how the Government of Pakistan
designs and administers social protection services in
the long term. The response showed a high degree of
Government agility and incorporation of data and digital
policy measures. The programme forms the basis of a
rehaul of the Ehsaas system because it accelerated the
integration of cost-effective, digital initiatives that made
possible new forms of coordination across a wide range
of stakeholders.

Major new innovations will include a one-window Ehsaas
- a single-window information and service approach
for better access to multiple Ehsaas programmes, and
the ‘One Woman, One Bank Account’ initiative, whereby
limited bank accounts are created for all women as part
of the Kifalat programme using mobile wallets. Pakistan's
cost-saving approach deployed telephones, Internet
connectivity and unique national identification numbers
to develop a more digitized and innovative demand-
based social protection system. A key factor facilitating
the success of this intervention was an intense public
campaign asking all individuals nationwide who wanted
emergency relief to send in requests to an SMS short-
code service.

These countries deployed their financial reserves
and reprioritized spending - the most common
approach used by many countries. Indonesia and the
Philippines reallocated funds from non-urgent and not
yet programmed goods expenditures. South Africa
announced an emergency spending package of $30
billion, about 29 per cent of which came from spending
reprioritization and the Unemployment Insurance Fund's
surplus. In South Africa, as in other countries (such

as Finland, Kenya, Namibia and the United States),
policy support and civil society advocacy of a basic
income guarantee is gaining momentum. Several policy
proposals, including for a basic income grant, a minimum
wage and the introduction of a national wage subsidy,
have been put forward in South Africa to expand income
support to vulnerable populations, especially those
between the ages of 18 and 59 years. Uzbekistan used
$324 million from the sovereign wealth fund (the Fund
for the Reconstruction and Development of Uzbekistan)
and restructured their budget, for instance, by postponing
non-priority projects and expenditures to the post-crisis
period, to flnance COVID-19 responses.

These are good examples of how high-income countries
can provide universal cash transfers. Hong Kong spent
$9.16 billion for cash payouts through deficit spending.
In Serbia, the universal cash benefit cost $712 million,
which was part of the 3.9 billion stimulus package. Half
of that was financed by a Eurobond valued at €2 billion,
reprioritized existing budget and currency reserves.
Singapore provided a one-off cash transfer of $1.1
billion financed from reserves and contingent budgets.
Singapore also utilized its reserves: it deployed 900
million Singapore dollars from past reserves to fund its
$1.1 billion solidarity payment response (universal one-
off cash transfer).

Other countries around the world showed that cost-
saving measures can have a range of cost-benefit
effects. For example, spending can result in cuts of
other key governmental social services, as was the case
in the Ukraine, which cut subsidies, regional budgets,
social services, and the planned census, among others
to finance its COVID-19 response. To meet higher
expenditures, the project budget deficit was increased
to 7.5 per cent of GDP. In addition, the budget of most
ministries in the Ukraine was reduced. It is important
to note that social insurance programmes have a part
to play as countercyclical responses because they are
designed to cover loss of income automatically in times
of contingency.®® They are also less likely to be removed
after the crisis ends.
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Implications for the
sustainability of resource
allocations in social policy:
structural changes for the
post-COVID-19 recovery period

In line with the current thinking, this chapter has highlighted
the immense fiscal efforts of Arab countries in combatting
the economic impact of COVID-19. This statement applies
for high-, middle- and low- income countries in the Arab
region. The United Arab Emirates, for instance, made
available a $27 billion stimulus package that includes
water and electricity for households and firms. Egypt put in
place a $6 billion economic relief plan, and Qatar and Saudi
Arabia deployed $23 billion and $13 billion, respectively, to
support their small and medium-sized enterprises and the
private sectors.®® Most countries in the region will likely
recover their GDP during the post-recovery period.

In terms of the main implications for the future
sustainability of resource allocation and financing of social
protection, most Arab countries have deployed short-term
measures to smoothen consumption such as tax relief
and cash transfers. This means that such measures are
not permanent especially given fiscal deficits. Struggling
households received one-off payments only with no
guarantees of income or work for the future. Introducing
basic income guarantees or universal child allowances
would be more in line with longer-term structural reforms.
As to informal workers, some Governments, such as
Morocco, sought to extend social insurance coverage,
implying that they will require measures to extend
contributory schemes to the informal economy in the long
run. To do this, countries will need to initiate a wider social
dialogue and coalition-building among the Government,
firms and workers in the formal sector who are not part
of contributory schemes and, of course, the highly diverse
informal sector. Developing such a system requires
recognition of the transitory nature of informal work®" and
the assessment of current and future contributions and
current revenues and expenditures but also of the relevant
socioeconomic profile of workers. The key messages for
sustainable financing are as follows:

The coverage gaps that are seen in the responses to
COVID-19 are largely the result of a lack of adequate
finances and institutional capacities. The report has
highlighted how Governments undertook a range of
new financial measures that were, in many cases,
temporary. Various strategies were deployed by
different Governments including budget reallocations,
national debt and deficit measures, and the use of State
reserves and contingency funds, in addition to external
sources of financing, such as loans and grants from
international financial institutions. The experience of
countries will need to be monitored over time, but they
set the stage for the formulation of future interventions
and policies to strengthen the financial resilience and
responsiveness of social protection systems to future
shocks. One way of ensuring the sustainability of finance
for social protection is to connect it with disaster-risk
financing mechanisms so that, if a future shock were to
happen, Governments can quickly mobilize the desired
resources.’? However, the availability of resources does
not guarantee timely and effective delivery of services,
and this is a matter for the governance capacity of Arab
States to address.

Where already available, Arab countries have made

use of household and poverty databases to reach large
swatches of their populations affected by the pandemic.
These digital and data capacities have proved their
worth in terms of supporting an effective and efficient
social protection response. The COVID-19 pandemic
also has helped show how many countries can make
better use of beneficiary registries, social registries and
other information sources such as civil registration and
vital statistics, in addition to data on informal worker
organization, tax and social insurance, mobile money
providers, and many others - often with identification
systems acting as a support network. These measures
helped to ensure that services were targeted accurately.
Countries have also set up innovative mechanisms to
facilitate the registration of beneficiaries while respecting
social distancing. This has been done using online
platforms, helplines, service data technology and local
government offices. This digital development resulting



from the pandemic shows promising possibilities for
more efficient use of resources through increased
electronic transfers.®

If Arab countries are to commit to providing more
comprehensive social protection for their citizens
against contingencies, they need to find the fiscal
means to do so. The analyses undertaken here and in
the existing literature show that countries with a strong
starting position, for example with sufficient financials
reserves or a strongly performing economy at the time
of the outbreak, have been in a better position to weather
the pandemic storm. Globally, less than 3 per cent of
the total global stimulus was reported in lower-middle-
income and low-income countries.®* This is also the case
for the Arab countries who are mostly in the low-middle
income group, which are among the countries already
facing weak fiscal capacities.

The estimated additional resources needed to bridge
the global financing gap in social protection has
increased by around 30 per cent following the outbreak
of COVID-19.°° Developing countries would need to
invest an additional amount equal to about 3.8 per cent
of their average GDP to meet the annual financing
required to close coverage gaps in 2020, while for low-
income countries, the additional resources required are
about 16 per cent of their GDP. These issues underscore
the importance of access to a diverse range of financial
resources and, in particular, the need for equitable
tax collection by means of progressive and corporate
taxation, for instance.’® These are all important lessons
for Arab countries who are struggling with fiscal deficits
and conflict.

Emphasis needs to be placed on domestic resource
mobilization as the main source of social protection
funding since this is the most sustainable and surest
source, whereas data show a heavy reliance on bilateral
and multilateral funding. Low-income Arab countries
need the help of international financial actors especially
given the current context of falling commodity
prices, interruptions in export revenues and declining
remittances. In addition, it is important for countries

to maintain their levels of social spending once the
immediate health crisis fades away to ensure that local
populations are protected against the economic and
social consequences that are likely to continue in the
medium and long terms.

States that enjoy the trust of their populations are in a
better position to deal with crises and external shocks.
The COVID-19 pandemic has given Arab Governments
the chancetobuild bridges of trust with their societies by
adequately addressing the arisen challenges; however,
this trust can easily again be lost if the previously
offered support is withdrawn during the recovery
period. Enhancing the public administration system and
improving policy accountability by working with civil
society and citizen groups, in addition to undertaking
essential governance reforms, contribute to a stronger
structural base of sustainable social protection in
Arab countries. Countries should avoid compensating
for the costs invested due to the COVID-19 pandemic
by another round of austerity. Rather, they should
streamline the policy frameworks of all relevant actors,
including the international financial institutions, with
the principles set out in international human rights
instruments and social security standards. This is
particularly relevant for fiscal policies so that they can
accommodate, rather than undermine, much-needed
investments in universal social protection systems.®’

In sum, Arab countries have responded rapidly to deal
with the economic effects of the crisis on firms and
households while keeping their financial markets in
operation. On average, 2.7 per cent of GDP was allocated
to fiscal measures, and 3.4 per cent of GDP was delivered
by Central Banks through liquidity injections across the
Middle-East and North Africa (MENA) region during the
first weeks of the pandemic.®®

Most Arab countries have
programmes to smoothen consumption such as cash
assistance or tax relief to vulnerable groups, including,
among others, the unemployed, women and children,
rather than extending social insurance and life-course

programmes. This is because of the absence of an

provided temporary
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adequate tax base and reduced fiscal space resulting
from high levels of debt, poor economic performance
and reduced oil revenues. This accounts for the gap
in coverage and could be addressed through more
sustainable life-cycle approaches to the funding and
provision of social protection.

A better way to achieve sustainability is by strengthening
governance structures and institutions such as
transparency and anticorruption measures, effective
public procurement, the strength and capacity of
digitalization, and open-government approaches, as well
as by increasing the role of civil society. Based on regional
and global success stories such as Morocco, the use and
extension of digital data systems to identify and reach
households in need is a significant means to achieve
innovative and sustainable changes to social protection
following COVID-19. To better understand which mix
of social protection financing works sustainably, Arab
countries need to strengthen their capacities to record,
monitor and evaluate data.

Concerns regarding the fiscal space, sustainability and
financing sources for pandemic measures, including

for social protection, are not yet a top priority for
Governments. In general, most Arab countries have scaled
up social protection in order to combat the effects of the
pandemic effect.”® However, the extent of this scale-up,
the comparative significance of different types of social
protection in the emergency response, and the sources
of financing of this scale-up differ between countries.
This poses the important question whether temporary
responses seen in Arab countries will become permanent,
which itself also depends on the future interaction between
different sources of finance; for example, if a country has
a large deficit now, this might decrease the prospects of
future expansion. Additionally, some financing becomes
available only when cuts are made in other areas. Hence,
the reprioritized spending lines will only become fully clear
over time.'® In relation to the pandemic, financing also
tends to be combined with broader stimulus financing and,
therefore, not easily identifiable. Hence, Arab countries
would do well to strengthen now data collection, monitoring
and evaluation capacities which can help them better
understand how a sustainable mix of social protection
financing can be achieved.

Key recommendations for sustainability thus

include the following:

* Improved macrofinancial planning for the

social protection sector. [e)

* |Institutional capacity for sustainable
fiscal policies based on taxation including
progressive taxation and corporate taxes
that can redistribute income and provide
essential public services for allin animproved

manner.

e Monetary policy to influence inflation and
unemployment levels through the availability
and cost of credit to firms and households.
For example, the control of interest rates

(o) spending in the economy which, in turn, has

influences levels of confidence and, therefore,

an impact on the demand for goods and
services, and consequently, jobs.

e Putting in place the technical and
administrative  infrastructure  for new
schemes after the pandemic. This can be the
foundation for social protection systems to

build capacity and preparedness.

Exploring the possibility of minimum wage or
basic income guarantees and technological
innovations.




Global and regional
innovations
in social policy
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Key messages * .#.

e Although COVID-19 has created immense
hardship for millions of people in the Arab
region and across the world, it has also
generated innovative responses and important
lessons for Governments that should not be
forgotten once the current crisis is over.

e All the innovative efforts by Governments
to ensure citizens’ uninterrupted access to
basic social services in health care, education

O 2 and social protection that were introduced

% during 2020 should be sustained and built

on post- COVID-19 because they represent a

minimum provision of essential services in line

with the international human rights law.

e The innovations introduced during the crisis
in the design and delivery of education, health
care and social protection not only protected
access to services under extraordinarily
@ challenging conditions, but also facilitated
Z—= "\ more inclusive outreach. Many of these
technologies relied on artificial intelligence
(Al), Open Education Resources (OER), radio,
TV, and other offline and online platforms.

e TV-based learning is another solution
introduced by countries such as Egypt, Jordan,
Lebanon, Mauritania, Morocco, Qatar, the
State of Palestine, the Sudan and the Syrian

Arab Republic. Radio-based learning has been
Eﬁused in Mauritania, the State of Palestine,

Tunisia and the United Arab Emirates. Other
online platforms such as YouTube TV have
been used in Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, the State of
Palestine, Qatar, the Sudan and the Syrian Arab
Republic.

* Many Arab countries established partnerships
with ministries of communication to facilitate
access to services and increase the speed of
the Internet.

e The digital divide remains a constraint in
——— lower-income and fragile or conflict-affected
- countries in the region and exacerbates
inequalities in
services.

access to Government

e Investments that were made in innovative
solutions (such as online learning and
telehealth applications) must be supported
through investments in digital infrastructure
and reduced costs of access to mobile and
online technologies. Regional Innovations in
Social Policy.

* Innovative strategies must be developed
and underpinned by legislation, either to
O incorporate migrant workers, foreign residents
and refugees into domestic social protection
Q systems or to ensure the portability of benefits
across national borders.

e Innovations in social services are not all
technology-based. One option for moving
towards rights-based access for all is to delink
eligibility for social insurance and health care

O O from contributions or payments. As per human
rights principles, ideally, anyone who cannot
afford to pay or contribute to funds should be
entitled, nevertheless, to receive benefits such
as unemployment insurance and health care
directly from the State.

e Health insurance, or free and equitable
access to health care, needs to be provided
to all citizens and residents as a fundamental
human right. The case of Morocco provides
an instructive example of how this might be
achieved.

e Across the world, and the Arab region was
no exception, the delivery of social services
was negatively affected in 2020 by COVID-19




restrictions such as lockdowns, travel bans and
social distancing. Face-to-face education was
suspended in most countries — schools and
universities were closed for several months

depending on the context. In all countries,
health care was declared an essential service
and continued functioning by following safety

0%

0)
— and replaced with distance learning using /? to switch from manual to digital registration
open education resources or digital platforms, | II systems and payment mechanisms. These

‘ protocols as far as possible, for instance

through the use of personal protective
equipment. As for social protection, COVID-19
provided many countries with the opportunity

shifts in the delivery of governmental services
are the focus of this chapter.

Innovations in access to
education

The COVID-19 pandemic has created the
disruption of education systems in history. UNESCO
estimated that, by end-March 2020, 165 countries had
closed schools, universities and other learning spaces
nationwide, affecting 1.5 billion children and youth

largest

or 94 percent of the world’s student population, and
99 per cent in low- and lower-middle income countries.
Many innovative solutions have been developed, using
Al, OERs, radio, TV and other offline and online platforms.
Despite all these efforts, a digital and innovation divide
remains, which is huge in parts of the Arab region, notably
affecting countries in conflict situations.

In the framework of the UNESCO Open Education
Recommendation,’®" adopted by UNESCO member States
in November 2019, UNESCO enhanced cooperation with
the OER community to support openly licensed teaching
and learning materials. UNESCO made a call to the
OER community working on the implementation of the
UNESCO OER recommendation to collect and share
information on COVID-19 resources, to support learning
during the COVID-19 crisis.

Given that the pandemic caused widespread school
closures across the world, OERs are important to
supplement formal online classes and even (temporarily)
serve as the main form of education for those who are

unable to access online learning. Many educational
institutions, both schools and private publishing and
assessment companies, opened up their resources so
that students in quarantine who might not otherwise have
access to learning resources could still continue to learn.
UNESCO also identified a number of massive open online
courses (MOOCs) and OERs which provide online courses
and self-directed learning content through both mobile
and desktop platforms.%?

With a view to supporting the development of teaching
and learning materials to enhance the capacity of
instructors delivering online, UNESCO has made available
openly licensed tools that can be used by Governments
and institutions.

In the Arab region, 13 million children and youth were out of
school due to conflict pre-COVID-19. Due to the pandemic,
more than 100 million learners across the region have
been affected by school closures. Since the outbreak
of the pandemic and the national lockdown measures,
countries in the Arab region implemented a variety of
solutions. Online learning gained ground as most countries
introduced online platforms for continued learning.

For instance, the United Arab Emirates put its online
learning system into action during the first weeks of
the crisis, and the Ministry of Education decided to
continue the academic school year 2019-2020 through
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this online platform. Jordan introduced two e-learning
platforms, Darsak | and Darsak Il, targeting all grade
levels in the formal sector, in addition to an online teacher
training portal.’ Lebanon launched a national platform
developed by Microsoft for all grades. Qatar announced
the activation of the Microsoft Teams platform using
video lessons for the early education stage. Egypt
opted for the continuation of the school year through its
national online platform, the Egyptian Knowledge Bank,
which includes resources that provide access to learning
resources and tools for educators, researchers, students
from kindergarten up to grade 12, in addition to technical
classes, and all citizens. Students in Egypt also had
the opportunity to continue learning and interact daily
with teachers through Edmodo. The Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia put into implementation a national online platform
targeting 6 million students. Iraq and the Kurdistan
Region in Iraq established two platforms for all levels
called Newton and e-Parwarda. The Syrian Arab Republic
activated several online platforms, including one for early
childhood learning.

TV-based learning is another solution introduced by
countries such as Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Mauritania,
Morocco, the State of Palestine, Qatar, the Sudan, the
Syrian Arab Republic and Tunisia. Radio-based learning
has been used in Mauritania, the State of Palestine, Tunisia
and the United Arab Emirates. Other online platforms
such as YouTube TV have also been used in Egypt, Iraq,
Jordan, the State of Palestine, Qatar, the Sudan and the
Syrian Arab Republic

In addition, traditional ways of delivering learning have
been promoted, such as the home-based learning and
home-based instruction programme implemented in
Lebanon and Morocco.

A variety of solutions for orientations, training and
planning sessions have been promoted by the private and
non-formal sector, including MOOC, ZOOM, webinars, and
Webex, among others.

Countries disseminated information on the different
learning tracks to learners, families, volunteers and
teachers through national campaigns, circulars, decrees,
video messages, TV interviews and radio talk shows,

in addition to social media, especially official Twitter
accounts in the Gulf countries and Facebook in the
Mashreq and the Maghreb countries.

The new solutions brought many challenges and much
needed innovation for the education sector. Equity in
access to online learning has been a major concern in
the region, especially for underprivileged communities
who have limited or no access to free Internet, electricity,
computers, tablets and other devices. Some countries
such as Egypt and Lebanon addressed this challenge by
providing learners with free access to online platforms
and providing users with extra free Internet bundles to
compensate for increased Internet usage. Partnerships
with the ministries of communication were created to
facilitate access to services and increase the speed of the
Internet. To ease disruptions, Iraq, including the Kurdistan
Region of Iraq and the United Arab Emirates created
hotlines for teachers and students to seek technical
support if they face any difficulties.

Teacher preparedness to deal with online learning was
another challenge faced during this crisis. Teachers are
on the frontlines of the response to ensure that learning
continues. Most countries of the region have implemented
online learning at a national scale for the first time. For this,
they had to mobilize teachers in order to facilitate quality
learning. However, the exercise proved that most teachers
are neither adequately supported or trained nor were they
included in developing the COVID-19 education responses.
In addition, contracted teachers are threatened to not
receive their salaries and benefit packages.

Online and remote learning have put a heavy burden on
parents and caregivers who are unable to support their
children due to a variety of reasons. One major reason
is digital illiteracy. Supporting digital literacy helps
to provide more inclusive social protection and can
positively contribute to an effective life-course approach
though it is not in itself a requirement of that approach.
Not all parents are able to facilitate online learning, being
unfamiliar with the different applications, platforms
and devices. Some countries such as the United Arab
Emirates put in place instructional guidelines specifically
for parents.



Universities and other institutions for higher education
also stopped face-to-face teaching. This disruption was
unprecedented and placed new challenges not only on
Governments to ensure the continuity of learning but also
on learners, parents and faculty. The impact on these
institutions was abrupt, and there were no contingency
plans other than to attempt to continue classes remotely.
As ever, the most vulnerable and disadvantaged learners
were hardest hit. Going forward, it is important that
attention shifts to post-pandemic planning to ensure the
highest possible degree of quality, inclusion and equity
for all teachers and students. The crucial question now
is whether, given inequities in access to quality online
learning, there will be a return to the status quo or whether
the pandemic has been a wake-up call for the higher-
education community.

The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated that no
education system is resilient to crisis. Even though
innovations in education and the digital revolution
have transformed the higher-education system more
profoundly than anything else in recent decades, the
pandemic has been no less hard-hitting. Its economic
impact alone could force up to 7 million students to
drop out. International students were stranded. In every
country, students are struggling with access to remote
learning, social isolation and economic strife. COVID-19
has amplified fragilities and inequalities across digital,
gender, social, and educational lines, especially in regions
already affected by conflict.

Universities and faculty invested tremendous efforts in
finding and proposing new and innovative teaching and
learning modes. But one year after the eruption of the
COVID-19 pandemic, the higher-education sector is still
struggling both to provide alternative teaching and with
issues related to student mobility, admissions, recognition
of foreign qualifications and quality assurance. University
administrations found themselves in uncharted territory
— for example, on how to enrol students who have not
yet obtained their secondary school leaving certificates
because exams were cancelled, or whether to recognize
qualifications obtained through alternative provision.
Many countries, including in the Arab region, do not accept
qualifications obtained online, being concerned about the
quality of such qualifications.

In 2020-2021, in order to build the e-learning capacities
of institutions for higher education in the Arab region,
UNESCO’s Regional Bureau for Education in the Arab
States, in collaboration with the International Centre for
Higher Education and Innovation in Shenzhen, China,
provided certified online training on big data and Al, free
of charge, in English and French. Participants from 153
institutions for higher education in the region joined.

Preventing the
generational catastrophe needs to be a top priority for
world leaders and the entire education community.

learning crisis from becoming a

This is crucial not just to protect the rights of millions
of learners, but to drive economic progress, sustainable
development and lasting peace. The Global Education
Coalition comprised of United Nations agencies,
international organizations, private-sector entities and
civil society representatives, mobilized by UNESCO, has
engaged actively to support national COVID-19 education
responses. A new campaign, entitled Save Our Future, will
help to expand global support for action on education at
this time. In this regard, decision makers are encouraged
to pursue the following recommendations and actions:

* Ensure safety for all: The United Nations and
the global education community have developed
guidance to help countries through the timing,
conditions and processes for reopening education
institutions. A key precondition is being able to
ensure a safe return to physical premises while
maintaining physical distancing and implementing
public health measures, such as the use of masks
and frequent handwashing. Such conditions may
be more difficult in overcrowded classes and areas
without basic infrastructure and services and will
require additional investment.

* Plan for inclusive reopening: The needs of the
most marginalized children should be included
in school reopening strategies. Adequate health
measures need to be provided for students
with special needs. Conducting assessments to
estimate learning gaps and prepare remedial or
accelerated learning programmes is essential at
the time of reopening.
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Focus on equity and inclusion: Measures to build
back resiliently and reach all learners need to
understand and addressthe needs of marginalized
groups and ensure that they receive quality and
full-term education. Learners in emergencies and
protracted crises should be prioritized so that
their education is not further jeopardized. School
health and nutrition programmes (including
school meals, water and sanitation) are of great
importance to vulnerable children and a powerful
incentive, increasing school re-enrolment and
attendance, especially of girls and children
living in extreme poverty or food insecurity.
Governments and their development partners
need to ensure that education systems address
the vulnerabilities and needs specific to boys and
girls, women and men, and to gender dynamics in
times of crisis. Harmful gender norms, combined
with economic strains on households, should not
prevent girls and the least advantaged learners
from returning to school and completing their
education.

Strengthen financial resources mobilization and
preserve the share of education as a top priority:
Education ministries should strengthen dialogue
with ministries of finance in a systematic and
sustained way to maintain and, where possible,
increase the share of the national budget for
education, particularly in contexts when internal
reallocation is feasible.

Towards the recognition of online qualifications: In
many countries, and the Arab region is no exception,
many higher-education systems do not accept
online qualifications. Authorities and universities
are concerned about the quality of qualifications
obtained exclusively through online provision.
It is, therefore, recommended that ministries of
education and higher education, in the Arab region
and elsewhere, develop high standards for online
learning and its quality assurance.

Digital literacy and inclusive digital and e-learning
systems provide an important stepping stone
towards more inclusive social protection systems.
This can be seen across the world.

Innovations in access to
health care

Limited access to health care is a major contributing
cause of poverty. Every year, an estimated 100 million
people fall into poverty because of unaffordable health-
care expenses.' |liness and rationed access to health
care reinforces pre-existing patterns of inequality and
exclusionin societies across the world. As argued above,
a life-cycle approach is very important for all social
services, including health care. For this reason, the ILO’s
social protection floor has a fourth pillar in addition to
income security for children, working-age adults, and
older persons, namely, access to essential health care
for all in need, throughout the life course.

Until recently, health care has not been a priority social
sector in the Arab region, especially in low-income, fragile
and conflict-affected countries, where Government
spending on health services is generally lower than the
global average. In fragile contexts, water, sanitation and
hygiene facilities are lacking, health-care facilities have
often been destroyed by conflict, and there are critical
shortages of medicines, equipment and trained personnel.
In the GCC countries, however, demand for health care has
risen sharply due to ageing populations and rising levels of
non-communicable diseases such as diabetes, which has
prompted increased Government spending and private
investment in health-care infrastructure (hospitals, clinics
and medical equipment) and personnel (doctors and
nurses). Whereas most Arab countries were inadequately
prepared for COVID-19, all GCC countries, except Qatar,
were assessed by the World Health Organization (WHO)
in March 2020 as having adequate response capacity.'®®

Almost all countries allocated additional fiscal resources
to their national health services in 2020, under COVID-19
stimulus packages that aimed to ensure accessible,
quality health services for COVID-19 patients while
protecting frontline health workers.
well-functioning health systems and health insurance
schemes in place that already covered all or most of
the population were better able to respond to COVID-19

Countries with

in a quick and inclusive manner. Examples of innovative
responses include the following:



e Qatar and Saudi Arabia provided free screening and
testing for migrant workers.

* Egypt, Morocco, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates supported COVID-19 vaccine research
and trials, in partnerships with China and other
countries.China, the Philippines and Vietnam added
COVID-19 testing and treatment to their health-care
benefits and extended access to these benefits to
informal workers.

e Thailand gave all COVID-19 patients, both citizens
and foreign residents or visitors, free access to
health care under its Universal Coverage Scheme
for Emergency Patients."¢

These initiatives are commendable. They enhanced
equitable access to essential health care in response to a
pandemic that was not only globally destabilizing but also
highly unequal in its impacts, affecting the unprotected
poor and socially excluded groups disproportionately.
However, most of these interventions were temporary
and limited to COVID-19. In a sense, they drew attention
to the access gaps that existed pre-pandemic and will
return post-pandemic unless the opportunity is seized to
extend health-care coverage to all on a permanent basis.
As such, these examples show what challenges remain
ahead for a life-course approach to social policy.

“Measures to enhance access to affordable health care
should go beyond testing and treatment for COVID-19.
They should also provide access to a comprehensive
benefit package that covers the full range of communicable
and noncommunicable diseases that in many cases act
as comorbidity factors. In view of broader challenges,
it is essential for countries to sustain and transform
emergency measures into permanent, collectively financed
mechanisms that will continue beyond the crisis in order to
move towards universal health coverage.””

Before the global COVID-19 pandemic, the most visible
applications of emerging technologies, such as Al,
were initiated and found in entertainment and in areas
aiming at increasing productivity or convenience. In
2020, however, the potential of digital technologies to
contribute to managing a global health crisis became
apparent. Emerging technologies have helped to expedite

the development of a vaccine, predict which public
health measures would be most effective and keep the
public updated with relevant scientific information. They
also allowed people to move much of their lives online,
maintaining economic activity and access to services
when most people were staying at home, and helping
people to remain connected to one another.

COVID-19 prompted substantial investments in digitization
and telehealth in parts of the Arab region, with a 400
per cent increase in teleconsultations in the GCC countries
in 2020. Morocco developed capacity through a research
and development centre to produce one million COVID-19
tests per month. Along with other countries, including
Kuwait, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates, Morocco
delivered medical supplies, gloves and sanitary equipment
to other countries affected by COVID-19, mainly in Africa.
The United Arab Emirates also provided humanitarian aid
to affected countries starting in March 2020.7%®

In 2020, Governments in the region also used innovative
public communication strategies. Apart from awareness-
raising campaigns about COVID-19 on television and
radio, Governments used social media and websites to
provide important health messages and information
about preventive measures. The Ministry of Culture
in Jordan filmed actors and local celebrities in their
awareness campaigns, also to share ideas for how
children could use their time indoors during lockdown.
In Lebanon, a prominent NGO “organised online trainings
for youth on mental health, distributed board games to
families, and filmed and disseminated videos with youth
on how to spend time in lockdown”.7%°

Innovations in social
protection

Four main areas of innovation in social protection have
beenobservedinrecentyears. All of these were highlighted
by COVID-19 in 2020, which provided an impetus to
accelerate ongoing trends. These four areas are as
follows: extension of coverage to categories of people
who were previously excluded (such as informal workers,
migrants and refugees); adaptation of social protection
interventions (such as school feeding schemes) to
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changing circumstances due to COVID-19 restrictions;
increasing use of digital technologies for beneficiary
management; and growing convergence between
humanitarian relief interventions and developmental

social protection.

By exposing the glaring gaps in social protection
provisioning across the world, especially in low- and
middle-income but even in high-income countries,
COVID-19 has given fresh impetus to advocates for
universal — or at least more inclusive — social protection
systems.

Coverage of social protection certainly expanded
during 2020. As discussed in previous chapters,
newly vulnerable beneficiaries were added to existing
programmes, at least on a temporary basis, and new
programmes were established to meet the needs created
by COVID-19 lockdowns. Many of these new initiatives
were located in urban areas, where COVID-19 lockdowns
had the most severe effects on mobility and economic
activity, and where social protection coverage is often
lowest. For example, “as part of COVID-19 responses,
a new generation of urban safety net programmes is now
starting to expand in a dozen African cities, including
Kinshasa, Monrovia and Antananarivo”.’" Innovative
modalities were devised or adapted to identify, register
and pay beneficiaries of these programmes. Even if the
new programmes scale back or close down after the
COVID-19 pandemic recedes, the digital platforms will
remain, and lessons learned from good practices will
surely be retained and can be extended to the Arab region.

Universal coverage of social protection does not
necessarily mean universal benefits. A right to social
protection means that people are entitled to claim
assistance from the State only if and when they need it.""?
However, there has been lobbying for UBI for many years,
led since 1986 by the Basic Income Earth Network, the
objectives being not only to reduce poverty but also to

reduce inequality and promote social inclusion.'

The world’s first basic income grant was piloted in a
rural town in Namibia for 24 months in 2008-2009. Food
poverty decreased dramatically, economic activity and

earnings increased due to local income multipliers,
access to education and health services improved,
levels of indebtedness fell, crime rates also fell, and
child nutrition indicators improved.’™

A basic income grant was piloted in Finland in 2017,
where 2,000 unemployed people received €560 per
month for two years. Apart from reducing income
poverty, recipients also reported improved mental
health on several indicators.™®

In 2020, COVID-19 reignited debates about UBI, globally
and in many countries. At the global level, the United
Nations Development Programme proposed that a
temporary basic income (TBI) grant — a minimum
guaranteed income above the poverty line — that should
have been introduced to protect poor and vulnerable
people in 132 developing countries against the effects
of COVID-19."¢

Although no developing countries implemented
the TBI suggestion, some high-income countries
implemented near-universal basic income grants as a
social assistance response to COVID-19. Spain paid
€1,015 per month to 850,000 households through its
guaranteed minimum income scheme, and the United
States gave a $1,200 stimulus cheque to all adults
who earned less than $99,000 per annum, under its
COVID-19 relief programme.™”

In the United Kingdom, a cross-party parliamentary and
local government group on UBI wrote to the Chancellor,
calling for pilot UBI schemes to be run by local councils,
to cushion people against the end of the COVID-19
furlough scheme. “We must trial innovative approaches
which create an income floor for everyone, allowing our
families and communities to thrive. The pandemic has
shown that we urgently need to strengthen our social
security system. The creation of a UBI — a regular and
unconditional cash payment to every individual in the
UK - could be the solution.”1®

Also, in 2020, Kenya implemented UBI in 295 villages.
A rigorous evaluation found that the incidence of
hunger, physical illness and mental health issues
among 14,474 recipient

were significantly lower

households.’®



In South Africa, civil society campaigned for the
introduction of permanent basic income support for
low-income adults over 18 years olds (too old for the
child support grant) and under 60 years olds (too young
for the older persons grant).’® The campaign gathered
momentum as the COVID-19 special relief grants came
towards their end and received support from the Ministry
of Social Development, which held an online public
consultation about this proposal in December 2020.

These debates do not appear to have permeated the public
policy discourse in the Arab region, where social protection
is generally limited in coverage and discretionary, rather
than universalized and rights-based. “At the level of
the Arab region, there has been ‘accommodation’ of
social protection into existing political and institutional
frameworks which fall short of the more transformative
potential hailed in the literature.”'?' Social protection efforts
in this region have instead been dominated by a reverse
trend, namely, pressure from international agencies such
as the World Bank to dismantle universal food and fuel
subsidies and replace these with targeted cash transfers.
A notable exception is Morocco, which committed to
implement a progressive expansion of coverage of family
allowances and health insurance, to achieve universal
coverage by 2024.122

Thereis a growing consensus on the need to extend social
protection coverage to informal workers who are eligible
for neither social assistance (which mostly targets non-
working vulnerable groups) nor social insurance (which
targets formally employed workers who pay contributions
into social security funds). COVID-19, which has affected
more than 1.5 billion informal workers, highlighted this
gap and gave renewed impetus to this issue.

“The crisis has stressed the urgency of reinforcing national
social protection systems, including floors, to cover
workers in all forms of employment through appropriate
legal frameworks, effective administrative systems and
sustainable and equitable financing mechanisms. This
should be achieved through a combination of contributory
and non-contributory schemes, taking into account the
diversity of the informal economy and giving priority to the
most vulnerable.”'?® One innovative proposal that would

make social security rights-based is to delink eligibility for
social insurance from workers’ contributions. All working
adults would be entitled to receive unemployment
insurance, paid maternity leave and other social security
contingencies directly from the State.

“To ‘build back better’ post-COVID-19, it is proposed that
rights-based national social protection systems shall be
implemented with two components: categorical social
assistance for non-working vulnerable groups (children,
older persons and persons with disability); and universal
social insurance for all working adults (formal, informal
or self-employed), financed out of general revenues
rather than mandatory contributions by employees and
employers."1?* Extension of social protection to migrants
and persons of concern

Apart from informal workers, other vulnerable categories
that are often excluded from social protection include
migrants, refugees and IDPs. The Arab region currently
hosts the highest numbers of refugees and forcibly
displaced people in the world.

a. Migrants

Migrants comprise a significant share of the workforce,
especially informal workers, in several countries in the
Arab region, especially in the GCC where they have
supported the functioning of health care, nursing,
transport, agriculture and the industrial sector, in particular
the oil industry, throughout the crisis. However, migrants
who were forced to stop working have been extremely
vulnerable during the COVID-19 pandemic, as many were
stranded in foreign countries due to travel bans, with no
entitlement to local social assistance or social insurance
schemes. Such benefits are typically not portable from
home countries, which left millions of migrant workers
unable to claim protection from any source. One case
that received international media attention was the plight
of thousands of Ethiopian migrants in Yemen who were
excluded from basic services and repatriated to Ethiopia
only after several months.'?

Innovative strategies must be developed, underpinned
by legislation, either for incorporating migrant workers,
foreign residents and refugees into domestic social
protection systems, or to ensure the portability of benefits

The COVID-19 Pandemic in the Arab Region: An Opportunity to Reform Social Protection Systems



across national borders. Two relevant international
protocols in this regard are the Comprehensive Refugee
Response Framework — adopted by all 193 member States
of the United Nations in September 2016 — and the Global
Refugee Compact that followed in 2018, which assert that
refugees should be integrated into local communities and
should be entitled to access all social services provided

by the host Government, including social protection.

b .Remittances

Remittances from citizens working abroad, especially in
Europe and the Gulf countries, make a major contribution
to the economies of several countries in the MENA
region. In Egypt and Lebanon, for instance, remittances
accounted for 10 percent and 12.5 percent of GDP,
respectively, in 2019. Due to the economic shock caused
by COVID-19, which reduced the incomes of remitters,
remittances were projected to decline by 20 per cent in
2020. Countries such as Egypt (the world’s fifth largest
recipient of remittances), Lebanon and Tunisia (where
remittances fell from 5.5 percent to 4.4 percent of
GDP between 2019 and 2020) were severely affected.’?
This had negative effects on households receiving
remittances, whose subsistence often depends on these
income flows, and created additional needs for social
protection or humanitarian relief.

c. Refugees and IDPs

The number of refugees and IDPs in the MENA region
has increased sharply during the last decade, largely due
to the protracted civil war in the Syrian Arab Republic.
Jordan and Lebanon currently host the world’s highest
number of refugees per capita. More than half of all
refugees are women and girls, who face gendered
vulnerabilities such as gender-based violence, female
genital mutilation and early marriage, in addition to
constrained access to social services and education,
with lower enrolment and higher dropout rates among
refugee girls than boys.

Refugees often live in poverty (one third of refugees in
Lebanon are poor), either dependent on humanitarian
assistance in refugee camps or searching for work in
the informal sector, earning a living day by day as street
traders, beggars, daily labourers, or farm workers.

These livelihoods were susceptible to being suspended
during COVID-19 lockdowns in 2020, leaving these
low-income households destitute and excluded from
mainstream social assistance and social insurance
schemes in host countries."”’

Refugees living in camps and high-density housing areas
were at heightened risk of contracting and spreading
COVID-19. The Ministry for Social Affairs in Lebanon,
with support from development partners, implemented
a plan to prevent this through the delivery of awareness
campaigns and disinfecting materials to refugee camps,
among others. The Government of Jordan, supported
by UNHCR, made sure that refugees had uninterrupted
access to public health services.

An estimated 1.6 billion children in 197 countries

faced disrupted education during 2020 due to school
closures, and 370 million of these children lost access
to their daily meals at school.'?® Many countries with
school feeding programmes adopted a variant of WFP’s
‘school feeding at home',’* which involves switching the
provision of cooked meals to learners at school (usually
a hot lunch, sometimes also breakfast and/or a snack
such as fortified biscuits) with rations provided to these
children at home as long as schools had to stay closed
due to COVID-19.

School feeding at home takes several forms (box 2) for
case studies from Africa, Asia and Latin America. In Libya,
for example, WFP assisted the Ministry of Education by
delivering nutritious snacks to learners and their families.
In 2020, similar initiatives existed in different countries
with the following variations:

* Collection/delivery: In some countries, food parcels
were delivered to learners’ homes, door-to-door; in
others, parents came to the school or another pick-
up point to collect the food.

* Composition of food: The contents of food parcels
provided as take-home rations varied, from dry food
such as cereals to fresh vegetables and fruit and to
fortified snacks.



e Quantity of food: Many countries delivered only a
small quantity of food or once only, while in other
cases, larger quantities were provided in repeated
deliveries throughout the lockdown.

¢ Provider: In some cases, the Government delivered
food to learners at home; in other cases, food was
provided by WFP in partnership with the Government.

School feeding at home performed an important function
during 2020, but it had certain limitations. First, quantity
and quality of the food provided at home were generally
lower than of that provided at school. Dry rations were
provided rather than cooked meals; the food delivered was
often not fresh due to lack of vegetables and fruits; and
deliveries were not always daily. Second, the nutritional
impacts of school feeding at home were diluted because
take-home rations were inevitably consumed by the entire
family, not just by the child who used to consume all the
meals at school.

School feeding at home was introduced as a temporary
emergency measure and as part of the support to
households forced to stay at home under COVID-19

Box 2. Innovations in school feeding

control measures. Yet, it raises the issue of discontinuities
in regular school feeding programmes. Children receive
meals only on schooldays, excluding weekends and
holidays, which reduces potential food security and
nutritional impacts. Extending the school feeding at
home principle could cover these gaps and ensure
continuous provision of nutritious food to malnourished
and vulnerable children throughout the year.

COVID-19 accelerated an ongoing process worldwide,
namely that of transitioning from manual delivery
of social services to delivering certain components
of these services via digital platforms, such as the
Internet, television, mobile phone and social media
applications. The most progress in this regard was
observed in terms of innovative processes associated
with social protection, notably beneficiary registration
and payment mechanisms, including switching the
delivery of social transfers from manual to electronic
or digital platforms, such as mobile money through
mobile phones.

Libya: While schools were closed due to COVID-19, the Ministry of Education continued its teaching programme through
distance learning. WFP supported the Ministry by providing 2 kg boxes of mineral-and vitamin-fortified date bars as
take-home ration to 18,000 learners in southern Libya, enough to cover 30 per cent of the family’s daily nutrition needs

for five days.

Colombia: After schools were closed in April 2020 because of COVID-19, 112,000 learners lost their access to school
meals. For 86,000 of these children, meals at school were replaced with take-home rations. One family member collected
the food rations — a nutritious package that included cereals, dairy products, cooking oil and fruits.

Congo: When schools were closed due to COVID-19, the Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education delivered an
‘education at home’' programme on the radio and television. At the same time, WFP launched ‘school feeding at home',
providing rice, peas, vegetable oil, salt and sardines as take-home rations.

Cambodia: With support from WFP, the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport gave 10 kg of donated rice to more than

100,000 learners at over 900 primary schools, to protect their families against the livelihood shocks associated with
COVID-19 restrictions. As a one-off transfer that would be consumed by the entire family, this intervention probably had

only limited impact on child nutrition outcomes.
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Honduras: The National School Feeding Programme, which delivers hot meals to 1.2 million children, was suspended
when schools were closed. School feeding committees prepared food parcels (including rice, beans, cornmeal and oil),
following COVID-19 safety protocols developed by WFP and UNICEF. The parcels were collected from schools by adult
relatives of each learner. In some areas, to avoid crowding at schools, teachers delivered the parcels door-to-door as
take-home rations, using bicycles and motorbikes.

Source: WFP, 2020.

Box 3. Innovations in digital delivery of cash transfers

In Tunisia, in May 2020, the Ministry of Women, Family, Children and Seniors, in a press statement, announced that it was
opening a digital line of credit in favour of domestic workers in partnership with the Tunisian Development Bank and the
Professional Association of Microfinance Institutions, as one initiative to mitigate the effects of COVID-19 for the most
economically vulnerable categories. This credit was capped at 1,000 Tunisian dinars and offered at a reduced interest
rate, repayable over 24 months with a two-month grace period. The only modality specified is the deposit with the
regional delegations of women and family affairs. The press statement stressed the need for employers to respect the
rights of women workers. This programme would later allow the development of a legal and protection framework and
the implementation of special programmes for their benefit, including Tunisia’s accession to International Convention
189 on Domestic Work.?

In Cambodia, the equity card of the national poverty identification system allows more than 500,000 households
(15 per cent of the population) to access multiple social services, including free health care, scholarships for
schoolchildren and cash transfers for poor pregnant women. Eligible households are identified through a community-
implemented proxy means test and are registered on a single national database. Digital technologies allowed
faster processing of applications during the COVID-19 pandemic. “The use of tablets reduces labour and paper for
questionnaires, makes data available immediately in the national database, improves data quality and facilitates
payments to beneficiaries”.?

Colombia provided cash transfers to economically vulnerable families affected by COVID-19 who were not covered
by social protection, according to the national Sisbén database. The Solidarity Income Programme “was designed
and operationalised in less than three weeks to rapidly provide transfers to households that would be affected by the
confinement measures [...]. The pandemic has enabled the implementation of a master database, which is a first step to
the creation of a national social registry.” The programme also facilitated financial inclusion of 851,000 households that
used digital financial services for the first time.°

In India, the ‘JAM Trinity’ — “three innovations in the widespread availability of basic bank accounts (the Jan Dhan Yojana
programme), unique biometric identification (Aadhaar) and mobile phone ownership that permit a new approach to
direct benefit transfers to the poorest households” - uses digital technology in multiple ways to deliver social transfers
to millions of beneficiaries.¢

In Namibia, COVID-19 provided an opportunity to use the National Population Registration System, an integrated civil
registration and identity system, to promptly deliver an emergency income grant to almost one third (32 per cent) of
the national population. “This was the first time the Namibian government had used electronic identity data to facilitate
social protection programming and the distribution of grants”.¢



In Pakistan, COVID-19 precipitated the launch of “the most ambitious social protection programme to assist
marginalised people” ever launched in the country, building on a recently introduced SMS-based application platform
and a biometric payment system. “The programme accelerated the adoption of cost-effective, digital initiatives that
enabled new ways of coordinating across multiple stakeholders and deploying a whole-of-government approach”.
Financial inclusion for women is also being accelerated through the ‘One Woman, One Bank Account’ initiative, which
creates bank accounts linked to mobile wallets for all female beneficiaries of the programme.f

a ESCWA, Background Note on SDG 10 at AFSD, 2020.
b Pagnathun, Cerceau and de Riel, 2021.

¢ Pabodn, 2021.

d Rutkowski, 2020.

e Forsingdal, Munyika and Dokovic, 2021.

f Nishtar, 2021.

Box 4. Financial inclusion through Brazil's Extra Single Registry

Brazil's Single Registry was used to deliver income support to three categories of beneficiaries in 2020, under the
Emergency Aid (EA) and Extension of Emergency Aid (EEA) provisions of the Government. These categories are as
follows: (a) households already receiving cash transfers from the Bolsa Familia programme received additional support;
(b) households already registered in the Single Registry but not benefiting from existing programmes were added to
beneficiary lists; and (c) informal workers, self-employed and unemployed people applied through a digital registration
platform and were processed on the Extra Single Registry. The new digital platform (application plus website) was
created by a State-owned bank. Successful applicants received payments into a digital savings account, which was also
the modality used to pay other social protection beneficiaries during the lockdown. The Extra Single Registry prompted
large-scale financial inclusion, as 48.6 million new savings accounts were set up for EA and EEA cash transfer recipients.

Source: Yamasak and Rodopoulos, 2021.
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As seen in the cases of Colombia and Pakistan, financial
inclusion is a secondary benefit of several programmes
that deliver income support through digital platforms.
Another example is the case of Brazil, which created bank
accounts for millions of new beneficiaries in 2020 (box 4).

Although COVID-19 lockdowns created a humanitarian
crisis, Governments responded by using social protection
programmes, modalities and platforms, where possible.
Under the label ‘shock-responsive social protection’,
existing beneficiaries received higher payments during
the months of lockdown (vertical expansion), and new
beneficiaries were fast-tracked into these programmes
on a temporary basis (horizontal expansion). Building
on existing programmes and using existing platforms
enabled a rapid and effective response.

Examples of rapid response to COVID-19 using existing
beneficiary databases include the following:'°

e Chile's Emergency Bonus programme identified
new beneficiaries through the social registry and
delivered assistance within two weeks.

* Morocco made payments to informal workers
registered inthe national health assistance database
(RAMED) within three days of the Emergency
Support for Informal Workers programme being
announced.

* Togo invited applications for the Novissi emergency
programme through a mobile phone application
that cross-checked applicants against the national
voter database and made first payments to eligible
beneficiaries into mobile wallets five days after the
programme was launched.

Horizontal and vertical scale-up of functioning social
protection programmes has proven to allow for an
effective and rapid response to COVID-19. These
learnings can be extended to post-COVID-19 contexts.
“The COVID-19 crisis has put social protection at centre
stage as a shock response tool, and it is likely that the
demand of societies for stronger and more inclusive

systems will increase”.’® All social protection systems
should incorporate shock-responsive features that allow
harmonization with humanitarian responses — temporary
expansion and contraction of payments and beneficiaries
- in times of future crises.

Finally, despite the many innovative experiences
reported in this chapter, it is important to note that not all
countries and social groups are equally able to harness
the potential of digital technologies. According to the
State of Broadband 2019 Report,'®? global Internet user
penetration rate is at 51.2 per cent; yet, it is only at 45
per cent in developing countries and 20 per cent in least
developed countries. These digital and knowledge divides
have always existed, but in a situation where many people
have to stay home, it escalates from a disadvantage to
a debilitating disability. Work is needed, in the long
term, to increase access to digital technologies, and in
the short-term, to ensure that lack of access does not
translate into an inability to continue daily life and access
essential services. COVID-19 is a timely reminder that the
socially beneficial applications of digital technologies
should be nurtured, with a focus on improving access
and uses in countries where it is lacking, while ensuring
that proper protocols are maintained for privacy, non-
discrimination and personal data protection. The need
also exists to recognize the potentially exclusionary
impact of digital technology, especially when used in
implementing targeting mechanisms in the provision of
social protection.

Although COVID-19 has created immense hardship for
millions of people in the Arab region and across the world,
it has also generated innovative responses and important
learning for Governments that should not be forgotten
once the current crisis is over. Some of the positive lessons
highlighted in this chapter include the following:

e All the innovative efforts by Governments to
ensure citizens’ uninterrupted access to basic
social services (health care, education and social
protection) that were introduced during 2020
should be sustained and built on post-COVID-19
because they represent a minimum provision of
essential services, in line with international human
rights law.



Related to this, efforts to extend coverage of services
to marginalized and excluded groups, from informal
workers to migrants and persons of concern
(refugees and IDPs), should be maintained and
institutionalized going forward, not least because
this is in line with the principle of the Agenda 2030
to leave no one behind.

Disruption to school feeding programmes caused
by school closures highlighted the gaps in this
important support to children’s nutrition, notably
during weekends and school holidays. Since school
feeding at home was introduced in some countries
to ensure continuity of food assistance to needy
learners, this innovation could continue even after
schools reopen and school feeding is resumed,
to ensure that children vulnerable to hunger and
malnutrition receive food throughout the year.

Health insurance, or free and equitable access to
health care, needs to be provided to all citizens and
residents as a fundamental human right. The case
of Morocco provides an instructive example of how
this might be achieved.
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Conclusion




Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, social protection
systems in the Arab region were weak, fragmented, costly,
unsustainable and not inclusive. They were marked by
underinvestment and exclusion of vulnerable populations.
The COVID-19 crisis highlighted the problems and
presented a historic opportunity to address some of the
challenges in social protection systems. It also provided
many lessons learned in various countries worldwide and
instigated some useful innovations.

Inthe Arab region, the response to the COVID-19 pandemic
in terms of social protection measures demonstrated
strong political will through the substantive disbursement
of funds to alleviate the needs of vulnerable populations,
and social solidarity through the innovative use and
creation of solidarity funds. This effort drew assistance
from the private sector and other stakeholders to feed
into these governmental social protection programmes.

Another important observation is the shift in policy during
the pandemic, from targeting only the poorest populations
to also including the “missing middle”, such as informal
workers who often did not receive any social protection
benefits before the pandemic because they were deemed
not eligible (for example, in Egypt, Jordan and Morocco).
This shed light on the structural challenges that preceded
the pandemicinterms of neglecting the social rights of this
group of workers. Reform plans in some Arab countries
are underway to address this structural challenge.

Arab countries excelled in using innovative technologies
for the delivery of social protection programmes,
especially cash transfers that were delivered in few days
to beneficiaries through newly created outlets, e-wallets
and digital registration. In many Arab countries, the
pandemic accelerated stronger partnerships and greater
collaboration between different stakeholders. This was
especially demonstrated in the collaboration, for example,
between different governmental parties at the national
level, in the sharing/using of databases of beneficiaries
(civil registry, vital statistics, tax and social insurance
database) and e-platforms such as G2G in Egypt.

COVID-19 spending in the Arab region varied from one
group of countries to another but, regionally, remained
lower than global spending. The total fiscal support in this
region has been 3.9 per cent of GDP, compared to a world

average of 22.6 per cent. Wealthier Arab countries spent
more than poorer ones. Spending in the GCC member
countries was the highest, at $69.9 billion, compared to
$24.78 billion spent by the other Arab countries altogether.

Sources of spending also differed from one country to the
other. Among Arab countries for which data is available as
at June 2021, the private sector in Tunisia and Morocco
contributed $410 million and $104.5 million, respectively,
as aresponse to the pandemic. Philanthropies also played
a major role in financing in Morocco and the United Arab
Emirates, with approximately $2.2 million.

While most Arab countries reprioritized their national
spending or created special funds, conflict—stricken
countries relied mainly on humanitarian aid and donor
funding.

In addition, COVID-19 spending varied according to
different areas, including social assistance (cash transfer,
school feeding and others), loan and tax benefit (tax
exemption, interest rate waivers and others), social
insurance (unemployment waiver, sick leave pensions and
others), labour markets (wage subsidies, paid leave and
work from home), health-related support (free vaccines,
testing, health-care systems and others), financial policy
support (soft loans and credit support, tax exemption and
others) and general policy support (creation of funds,
digital solutions and others).

In this context, the Arab region allocated an average of
18 per cent of fiscal support for, with Somalia allocating
100 per cent, followed by Lebanon with 96.8 per cent and
Iraq with 95 per cent. Oil-importing countries focused
their spending on health and targeted social transfers,
while oil-exporting countries prioritized temporary tax
reductions, extended payment deadlines and increased
other spending, such as partial salary payments to
preserve jobs.

Most Arab countries have provided
consumption smoothing programmes
cash assistance or tax relief to vulnerable groups,
including the unemployed, women and children,
rather than extending social insurance and life-course
programmes. The reason for this is the absence of an

adequate tax base and reduced fiscal space resulting

temporary
such as



from high levels of debt, poor economic performance
and reduced oil revenues. These factors account for the
gap in social protection coverage during the pandemic
and recovery period.

For future pandemics, three lessons need to be taken
into consideration. First, in-kind services and public
procurement would be better suited to withstand the
impact of fluctuating supply chains or prices that
might make cash assistance less reliable (example of
Lebanon). Second, many conditional cash transfers
in the Arab region are conditional on the provision of
education, reproductive health and health services,
a policy that should be reconsidered during crisis
situations. The conditionality should remain lifted even
after the pandemic, for instance, in the case of school-
feeding programmes since children usually received
meals only on schooldays, excluding weekends and
holidays, which reduced their potential food security
and nutritional impacts. Extending the school feeding
at home could cover these gaps, enhance the life-
course approach of the reforms and ensure continuous
provision of nutritious food to malnourished and
vulnerable children throughout the year. Third, the
determination of targeting impacts the capacity of the
COVID-19responsetoincorporate a life-course approach
(using sociodemographic or economic indicators).
The recalculation of cut-off points in the eligibility
criteria in some countries in the Arab region yielded
positive results, and needy people benefitted more from
governmental social assistance programmes.

Since most of the COVID-19 measures were temporary,
they are less likely to be sustained and will not constitute
sufficient incentive (or contribution) to transforming
social protection systems in the region into sustainable,
life-course systems that are inclusive and equitable.
Ideally, these systems should evolve into a universal
entitlement of basic services that are provided to all
and not tied to contributions alone. In particular, the
introduction of a basic income guarantee or universal
child allowance would help to provide longer-term
structural reform and directly support modes towards a
life-course approach to social policy. Morocco is taking
positive steps by gradually replacing its subsidies by a
family allowance programme.

During the pandemic, instead of putting in place new
legislation, most countries relied on extrabudgetary
funds or executive decrees to deliver the spending
packages. While these measures promptly facilitated
spending on social protection programmes, they
undermined accountability mechanisms of fiscal policy
decisions in Arab countries.

Equipping these systems with a life-course approach
will require some major reforms including legislative
reforms, particularly on taxation, expansion of the
contributory base, seeking other sources of funding,
strengthening governance structures and institutions
such as transparency and anticorruption measures,
effective public procurement, and strengthening
the capacity of digitalization and open government
approaches. This will also require political will
which can be reinforced through societal dialogues
between the State, the private sector, employees and
unemployed non-contributory potential beneficiaries
and other stakeholders. During the recovery period, Arab
countries should consider environmental sustainability
through, for instance, low carbon economic recovery
measures and access to essential resources such as
clean water.

By making clean energy transitions central to their
recovery plans, Arab oil-producing countries can pave
the way for more robust structural changes to support
economic recovery that is both environmentally and
financially sustainable. Stimulus measures could
be an opportunity for Arab countries to invest in
real economic transformations and technological
innovations (avoiding greenwashing), such as boosting
technologies for solar and wind energy, smart green
cities, desalinzation projects (powered
by renewable energy sources), and developing and
greening public transport systems. As an example,

seawater

sustainability-enhancing policies in Arab countries
may include making sector-specific financial support
measures conditional on environmental improvements.
Financial support measures such as preferential
loans, loan guarantees and tax abatements could be
directed towards supporting stronger environmental
commitments and performance in pollution-intensive
sectors that may be particularly affected by the crisis.
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The unique constraints imposed by COVID-19 inspired
innovations in the design and delivery of education,
health care and social protection, which not only
protected access to services under extraordinarily
challenging conditions, but also facilitated more inclusive
outreach. The digital divide remains a constraint in lower-
income and conflict-affected countries in the region
and exacerbates inequalities in access to Government
services. Investments that were made in innovative
solutions (such as online learning and telehealth
applications) must be supported with investments in
digital infrastructure and reduced costs of access to
mobile and online technologies.

Building on the good practices encountered during
the pandemic, Arab countries need to continue
intergovernmental collaboration in the sharing/using of
databases of beneficiaries (civil registry, vital statistics,
tax and social insurance database) and e-platforms,
and strengthen their capacities to record, monitor and
evaluate data.

Overall, the initiatives analysed in this report show that,
whilst examples of small-scale measures exist that may
lay good foundations for a life-course approach in Arab
countries, challenges still remain in terms of the long-
term financing and reformulation of social protection
beyond targeting low-income groups. Therefore, a
transition period will be needed between current and
reformed systems that may require solidarity funding
to bridge the gap. Meanwhile, contingency planning can
help in addressing potential future crises.
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Category of policy
measure/thematic areas

1. Social assistance

2. Loan and tax benefit

3. Social insurance

4. Labour markets

5. Health related support

6. Financial policy support

Policy measures

Target beneficiary

1.1- Cash transfers/income support
1.2- In-kind transfers/vouchers
1.3- Rent and housing subsidies

1.4- Waiver/reduction of utilities bills (e.g. water and
gas, electricity and communication bills)

1.5- Waiver/reduction of government fees
1.6- Other subsidies for social services (specify)

2.1- Tax exemption/reduction/deferment for individuals
2.2- Waiver/reduction of customs duties for individual
2.3- Interest rate waiver/reduction for individual loan
2.4- Interest/principal deferment for individual loans

3.1- Social insurance contributions/waivers
3.2- Unemployment benefits

3.3- Sick leave

3.4- Paid maternity leave

3.5- Health insurance

3.6- Pensions

3.7- Disability pension

4.1- Wage subsidies to employers against layoffs
4.2- Paid leave or work from home

4.3- Labor regulation adjustments

4.4- Work hours adjustment

4.5- Activation (training)

5.1- Targeted health/care services

5.2- Stocks of basic goods and medicine
5.3- COVID-19 awareness campaigns
5.4- Healthcare system

6.1- Cash-flow assistance (including compensations
against cancellation of events or loss of fixed assets)

6.2- Liquidity support (setting up or enhancing
financing facilities)

6.3- Cash reserve ratio reduction

6.4- Interest rate reduction

6.5- Soft loans and credit support

6.6- Lowering risk weights of certain assets/collateral
requirements

6.7- Loans and interest deferment for SMEs/non-SMEs
business

6.8- Tax exemption/reduction/deferment for SMEs/
non-SMEs business

6.9- Waiver of customs duties for SMEs/non-SMEs
business

6.10- Rental subsidies to SMEs/non-SMEs business

6.11- Waiver/reduction of government fees to SMEs/
non-SMEs business

6.12- Price controls for essential food and medicine

1. Individuals

[1.1 children and adolescents; 1.2 students;
1.3 youth; 1.4 elderly; 1.5 unemployed; 1.6
Employees; 1.7 Self-employed workers

and professionals; 1.8 women; women
employees; women entrepreneurs; 1.11
women victim of violence; 1.12 non-
citizens including migrants, refugees and
stateless persons; 1.13 indigenous people;
1.14 COVID-19 patients; 1.15 Persons with
disabilities; 1.16 People in prison; 1.17
Homeless people; 1.18 Specific vulnerable
population; 1.19 Individuals (not specified)]

2. Families/households

[2.1 poor households (note: PMT targeted);
2.2 categorically targeted households; 2.3
female headed households; 2.4 families/
households (not specified)]

3. Business and economy

[3.1 SMEs; 3.2 non-SMEs business; 3.3
SMEs/non- SMEs business]

4. Individuals and families

5. All (people and business and economy)
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Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, social protection systems in the Arab region
were weak, fragmented, not inclusive, and non-transparent. They were also
costly and unsustainable. Underinvestment in these systems and exclusion of
vulnerable populations were key challenges. The COVID-19 crisis spotlighted
the problems and presented a historic opportunity to address some of the
challenges facing social protection systems. Lessons learned in various
countries were identified as useful examples for change, in addition to certain
innovations.

This report embarked on actionable policy research to examine and assess
the interplay of the social policy dimensions, global experiences and regional
responses to the pandemic in the Arab region. By critically engaging with the
actions and priorities of a variety of stakeholders, the report develops and
advocates for policies for the judicious and methodical implementation of the
Sustainable Development Goals, combating inequality and supporting the
principle of leaving no one behind, as instigated in the Agenda 2030.






