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Summary
Pursuant to Economic and Social Council resolution 2006/18, the Commission
for Social Development has included the agenda item entitled “Emerging issues” since
the 2007–2008 review and policy cycle. Under that item, the Commission addresses
current issues affecting social development that require urgent consideration a nd new
cross-cutting issues in the context of evolving global development challenges. At its
fifty-ninth session, the Commission will consider “Social policy to promote a more
inclusive, resilient and sustainable recovery: building back better post -COVID-19 for
the achievement of the 2030 Agenda in the context of the decade of action and delivery
for sustainable development”.
The present note has been prepared to provide substantive background
information for the Commission’s deliberation on the topic. Th e note contains an
examination of the social impact of the coronavirus disease (COVID -19) pandemic in
the areas of poverty, employment and decent work, and inequality and social
exclusion, and addresses some of the specific needs of people who have been hi t the
hardest during the COVID-19 crisis, including women, older persons, young people,
persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples, migrant workers, people living in
poverty and those in vulnerable employment. It also provides an overview of social
policies that will enable an inclusive, resilient and sustainable recovery and facilitate
building back better to achieve the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
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I. Introduction
1.
The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic has exposed and exacerbated
pre-existing inequalities and vulnerabilities worldwide. The resulting multifaceted
crisis threatens to reverse decades of progress in social development, leaving more
people behind. It has also had a negative impact on the abilities of Governm ents to
achieve the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable
Development Goals. At this critical moment of the decade of action and delivery for
sustainable development, the visions, principles and commitments made at the World
Summit for Social Development are central to addressing this global challenge.
2.
The 2030 Agenda provides a blueprint for building back better after the
pandemic. As part of the decade of action and delivery, Member States called for
accelerated efforts to implement the 2030 Agenda for all, through sustainable long term investments to eradicate poverty in all its forms and address inequality in all its
dimensions, in order to build more inclusive, equitable, resilient and sustainable
societies in which no one is left behind.
3.
Social policy has a key role to play in mitigating and overcoming the negative
socioeconomic impact of the COVID-19 crisis, in particular the impact on
disadvantaged and marginalized populations, so that recovery strategies can be
centred on people, inclusive, resilient and sustainable and so that countries can build
back better to accelerate the implementation of the 2030 Agenda. That can be
achieved through a two-pronged strategy: taking fast-acting temporary measures to
weather the crisis, while putting in place more comprehensive long-term policies and
measures to build resilience against future risks and shocks.
4.
Social policies need to be further strengthened to address the specific needs of
people who have been hit the hardest during the crisis, including women, older
persons, young people, persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples, migrant
workers, people living in poverty and those in vulnerable employment who do not
have social protection.
5.
The COVID-19 crisis has also shone a spotlight on the social and economic risks
of insufficient investment in social protection systems and public services. To build
back better, a renewed social contract is needed to make the current socioeconomic
system more inclusive, equitable, resilient and sustainable. There is an opportunity
for transformational change.
6.
Concerted efforts are needed to support countries facing particularly severe
challenges in the context of the COVID-19 crisis. Among these are countries whose
limited financial resources have been diverted to emergency response measures to
mitigate the health crisis, protect jobs and livelihoods through fiscal stimulus
measures or extend social protection coverage in order to prevent people from falling
into poverty.

II. Social impact of the crisis
A.

Rising poverty
7.
Lockdowns and other measures to contain virus transmission have led to a
sudden halt in economic activity, disruptions in trade and a drop in oil and commodity
prices. 1 The massive economic contraction has resulted in social impacts that are
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likely to have long-term effects in all countries and regions, but in particular in
developing countries. As a result of the loss of jobs and income, extreme poverty is
expected to increase in all countries, but especially in the least developed countries,
landlocked developing countries and small island developing States, which all rely
heavily on tourism, remittances and external capital flows.
8.
In 2020, globally the total number of people living in extreme poverty (defined
as those living on less than $1.90 per person per day) is likely to have increased for
the first time since 1998. 2 The World Bank predicts that, in 2020 alone, some
100 million people will have fallen into extreme poverty and the global rate of
extreme poverty will have increased from 8.2 per cent in 2019 to between 9.1 and
9.4 per cent in 2020, and will be between 8.9 and 9.4 per cent in 2021, which will
effectively erase the progress made since 2017. 3 That means that between 88 million
and 115 million more people worldwide will have fallen into poverty (between
49 million and 57 million in South Asia and between 26 million and 40 million in
sub-Saharan Africa). The number of people living under the poverty lin es for lowermiddle-income countries and upper-middle-income countries (defined as those living
on less than $3.20 per day and $5.50 per day, respectively, in purchasing power parity
dollars) is also projected to increase by an additional 176 million and 1 77 million
people, respectively, the majority of whom will be in sub-Saharan Africa and South
Asia. 4
9.
If swift and effective actions are not taken, the number of food -insecure people
could almost double from 135 million in 2019 to 265 million by the end of 2020,
mainly in low-income and middle-income countries. The current crisis could result in
an additional 130 million people experiencing acute food insecurity, not because of
food shortages, but because of the inability of vulnerable families to purcha se food
as a result of job and income losses. 5 In addition, many more people are likely to be
forced to ration food (i.e. reduce the quality or quantity of the food that they
consume), which will have long-term negative effects on the well-being and potential
of their children.
10. Even before the COVID-19 crisis, the world was not on track to achieve the
eradication of extreme poverty, one of the central goals of the 2030 Agenda, because
the rate of poverty reduction had slowed to 0.5 per cent per year be tween 2015 and
2017, compared with more than 1 per cent per year between 1990 and 2015. The
sustained decline in extreme poverty levels since 1990 stalled at 689 million in 2017.
Considering the sharp downturn of global economic growth in 2020, 6 the COVID-19
pandemic is expected to set back progress made in ending extreme poverty by at least
three years. 7 Although economic growth is projected to bounce back in 2021 (by
5.2 per cent globally, 3.9 per cent in advanced economies and 6.0 per cent in emerging
and developing economies), the benefits of such growth are more likely to go to
higher-income groups than to the rest of the population (what some have described as
a “K-shaped recovery”), making it more difficult to lift out of poverty those who had
fallen into it during the pandemic. It is therefore crucial to have policies and measures
__________________
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to protect people from job and/or income losses during the crisis, to ensure not only
that no one is left behind, but also that no one is pushed further behind.

B.

Those most affected by worsening inequality and social exclusion
11. Inequality was high and increasing before the outbreak of COVID -19. Since
1990, income inequality has increased in most developed countries and in some
middle-income countries. Over 70 per cent of the world’s population is living in
countries in which income inequality has grown. 8 Despite progress in fulfilling certain
basic needs, major gaps persist or are widening, in particular concerning access to
important basic services, including high-quality education, health care, safe drinking
water and sanitation, social protection and decent work.
12. The COVID-19 pandemic
reinforcing strands and layers of
Secretary-General at the Nelson
impacts of the crisis are set to
marginalized and disadvantaged
affected the most.

is shining a spotlight on the many mutually
inequality, as highlighted in the statement by the
Mandela Lecture in July 2020. The devastating
worsen pre-existing inequalities, since the most
members of societies are those who are being

13. The increasing number of closures of micro- and small enterprises and of
layoffs, the higher unemployment levels of young and lower-skilled workers and
severe human capacity losses in disadvantaged households owing to school closures
and to a lack of access to information and communications technologies may further
accelerate widening within-country inequalities. Without appropriate policies and
measures, that will further dampen aggregate demand, reduce productivity and lower
social mobility, making it more difficult to achieve the inclusive growth necessary to
reduce poverty and inequality.
14. The pandemic has also brought to the fore gaps in social protection systems, as
well as inadequacies in health and education systems that feed structural ine qualities.
The unequal impact of the pandemic is further exacerbated by the long -standing
chronic underinvestment in public health and persistent barriers to health services
faced by poor and marginalized groups. Health systems have been overwhelmed,
which has forced many countries to take difficult decisions to balance the increased
demand for services caused by COVID-19, while simultaneously maintaining
essential health service delivery. For example, 70 countries reported disruptions to or
the suspension of childhood vaccination services in March and April 2020. 9
15. Restrictions related to COVID-19 (lockdowns and physical distancing) have had
devastating effects on everyone, but they have hit those already in vulnerable
situations, including marginalized and disadvantaged groups, the hardest. 10 The
vulnerabilities of those groups often intersect with other inequalities (such as heavy
dependence on the informal economy, low incomes, lower education levels,
inadequate access to social services and a lack of social protection), exacerbating the
risks faced by individuals and communities.
16. Deepening levels of poverty are diversifying the profile of people living in
poverty – who bear the brunt of the crisis – which makes the vicious cycle between
poverty and inequality more difficult to break. Bef ore the pandemic, people living in
extreme poverty were predominantly young and undereducated and resided in rural
__________________
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areas. Although only 48 per cent of the global population lives in rural areas, 80 per
cent of people living below the international poverty line reside in such areas, half of
them children. Most of the urban poor living in informal settlements originally
migrated from rural areas for better livelihood opportunities. About 70 per cent of
people aged 15 years and above who live in extreme povert y have received no
schooling or only a basic education. 11
17. In addition to those profiles, which existed before, it is predicted that the current
crisis will create a new category of poor people (an estimated 72 million people,
80 per cent of whom will live in middle-income countries), 12 who live in urban areas
and are younger, better educated and less likely to work in agriculture. 13 Those who
have recently escaped extreme poverty are particularly vulnerable to falling back into
it. In countries of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD), younger people, couples with children and people educated below tertiary
level are at greater risk of falling into poverty because they have insufficient financial
assets to keep their family above the poverty line when faced with a sudden loss of
income for at least three months. 14 The current crisis is exacerbating existing
inequalities and reducing social mobility, making it more difficult for the new poor
to move out of poverty and heightening their risk of being trapped in a vicious cycle
of intergenerational poverty.
18. Women are disproportionately represented among the new poor because nearly
60 per cent of them work in the informal economy and thus have a greater risk of
falling into poverty. The United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the
Empowerment of Women (UN-Women) estimates that the pandemic and its fallout
will push 47 million more women and girls into extreme poverty and widen the
poverty gap between women and men. 15 While the pandemic will have an impact on
all people living in poverty worldwide, women will be disproportionately affected,
especially those of reproductive age. It is estimated that, by 2021, about 435 million
women and girls will live in extreme poverty and, among people between 25 and
34 years of age in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, there will be 118 women living
in poverty for every 100 men. 16
19. The pandemic has also hit the working poor, who are directly affected by job
and income losses and rising food costs. In 2017, there were more than 300 million
workers with an income below $1.90 per day. The rate of relative poverty (i.e. the
proportion of workers with monthly earnings below 50 per cent of the median
earnings of the population) for informal workers is expected to increase by almost
34 percentage points globally. 17 While in most countries, COVID-19 primarily hit
urban areas, the economic impact was swiftly felt in rural areas. 18 Limits on the
movement of seasonal and migrant workers have led to labour shortages and lost
income for agricultural wage workers and have had a ripple effect on their families
and communities (see A/75/189). Global remittances of migrant workers are predicted
__________________
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to fall by 20 per cent in 2020, the sharpest decline in recent history, 19 which will have
a huge impact on the livelihoods of about 800 million people worldwide who depend
on remittances to remain above the poverty line. 20
20. COVID-19 has also further exacerbated stigma and discrimination against
indigenous peoples, who already experience marginalization and extreme poverty
(see A/75/185). Growing numbers of indigenous peoples are falling into extreme
poverty amid a spike in land evictions and the loss of traditional livelihoods brought
about by the pandemic. 21 Indigenous communities face a grave health threat because
they have poor access to health care, face significantly higher rates of communicable
and non-communicable diseases and lack access to essential services, sanitation and
other key preventive measures.
21. Older persons already had a higher risk of impoverishment because the risk of
poverty increases with age. 22 The pandemic not only is threatening the lives and safety
of older persons, but also may significantly lower their incomes and living standards.
Older persons may rely on multiple income sources, including paid work, savings and
financial support from families and pensions, all of which may be jeopard ized as a
result of the COVID-19 crisis. Older women are particularly vulnerable as they live
longer than men and yet represent nearly 65 per cent of the world population above
retirement age (60 to 64 years of age) who do not have a regular pension.
22. Before the onset of the pandemic, young people were already three times more
likely to be unemployed than adults. 23 Since the beginning of the pandemic, one out
of every six young people worldwide has stopped working, while those still employed
have experienced a 42 per cent drop in income. 24 Many young people have also lost
educational opportunities, with 164 countries implementing restrictions on schools
and education institutions that have affected over 1.4 billion students. Moreover,
many young people are not adequately included in social protection systems because
of requirements in terms of contributions, formal employment or age.
23. The pandemic and the resulting economic fallout further increase the
vulnerability of persons with disabilities, who com prise approximately 15 per cent of
the world’s population and a majority of whom are already living in poverty (20 per
cent of the world’s poorest people have some kind of disability). 25 Persons with
disabilities are less likely to be employed and, if empl oyed, are more likely to work
in the informal sector without social protection. COVID-19 measures affect them
directly because of the loss of jobs and incomes, but also indirectly through the loss
of income sustained by family members of the same household, especially given that
such households typically face extra costs and expenditure related to disability.
Persons with disabilities may therefore be pulled more rapidly into poverty. 26
__________________
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24. Almost all children (about 94 per cent of schoolchildren worldwide and 99 per
cent in low- and lower-middle-income countries) have been directly affected by
school closures, which have put their education at risk, 27 especially given that existing
differences are aggravated by unequal access to remote learning options. In some
countries, school closures risk causing spikes in child labour and neglect. Girls are
also paying a high price: sustained disruption of education could increase school
dropout rates, leading to increased gaps in education and compounding the risk of
sexual abuse, early pregnancy, and early and forced marriage, as was the case during
the Ebola virus disease outbreak. 28 In addition, malnutrition is a threat to the
approximately 370 million most disadvantaged children who missed out on school
meals in the first half of 2020, since it leads to severe human capacity loss in
disadvantaged families and further accelerates widening inequalities.

C.

Loss of employment and decent work
25. The COVID-19 pandemic hit the world in a context in which many countries
were already confronted with rising inequalities and the worsening of labour
conditions. Even before the pandemic, as much as 57 per cent of the global population
of working age (3.3 billion people) was engaged in informal employment, often
without rights at work and social protection. 29 In developed countries, an increasing
number of workers, especially young and female workers, have been facing job
insecurity because of the rise in involuntary part-time and temporary work, and the
emergence of new types of jobs (such as those in the gig economy). Those trends are
coinciding with the COVID-19 crisis to worsen its impact and are exacerbating
inequality and insecurity in the world of work.
26. COVID-19 restrictions have resulted in workplace closures, reductions in
working hours and a decline in labour and non-labour sources of income (such as
remittances and rent), which have severely undermined people’s economic security
and livelihoods (94 per cent of workers live in countries in which some sort o f
workplace closures have been enforced). 30 In the second quarter of 2020 alone,
17.3 per cent of the total number of working hours (corresponding to 495 million full time equivalent jobs) have been lost, and that trend is expected to continue in the third
quarter of 2020 (12.1 per cent of working hours, corresponding to 345 million full time equivalent jobs). 31 The repercussions affect not only those already in the labour
market when the crisis hit, but also those seeking to enter it for the first time, or
re-enter it after a break in employment.
27. Working hour losses 32 are having a devastating impact on labour income around
the world. Globally during the first three quarters of 2020, labour income (wages for
employees and a portion of the income of the self-employed), excluding income
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support measures, is estimated to have declined by 10.7 per cent compared with the
corresponding period in 2019 (equivalent to 5.5 per cent of global gross domestic
product (GDP), or $3.5 trillion). 33 Labour income losses are highest in middle-income
countries and in the Americas and Africa. 34 If those losses are not compensated for by
other forms of income, such as social protection transfers, it is estimated that an
additional 35 million people will be at risk of being pushed into poverty. 35
28. The consequences of the current crisis differ greatly by sector and employment
status. The crisis is predicted to have a devastating impact on low -skilled-low-wage
workers. 36 Globally, 1.25 billion low-paid, low-skilled workers (38 per cent of the
workforce) are employed in the four sectors that have been hit the hardest: food and
accommodation (144 million), retail and wholesale (482 million), business services
and administration (157 million) and manufacturing (463 million). 37 In the
manufacturing sector, reduced global demand in the garment industry has had an
impact on subcontractors and workers in developing countries, in particular the least
developed countries. In Bangladesh, for example, 2.25 million factory workers have
been affected by the decline in demand; 38 in Cambodia, one in six factories has been
forced to suspend work, affecting about 60,000 workers. 39 Low-wage workers in
OECD countries, who account for 15 per cent of the full-time workers, are particularly
vulnerable because of the scarce savings on which they can rely in cases of loss of
income. 40
29. Most vulnerable workers are in the informal economy, which represents over
60 per cent of the global workforce. 41 Informal workers (e.g. daily wage earners, farm
workers and migrant workers) often lack social protection, rights at work and the
economic security to afford sick leave and treatment or to cope with lockdown
measures, making them more vulnerable to income loss. In the first month of the crisis
alone, they suffered a 60 per cent decline in earnings globally (around 80 per cent in
Latin America and Africa). 42 Informal workers also face higher health and safety risks
as the nature of their work often involves interaction with co -workers and customers,
while they lack adequate protections. Domestic workers, for example, who number
over 67 million worldwide, the vast majority of whom are women, are predominantly
informal workers and are therefore particularly vulnerable in the crisis. 43
30. Those who work in micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises have been
especially affected by the crisis. Such enterprises account for over 70 per cent of
global employment and 50 per cent of global GDP but, 44 because of their lower
resilience and higher vulnerability on account of their size, they often have few assets
and do not have access to credit, fiscal measures and the more recent COVID -19
crisis-related stimulus packages, in particular in developing co untries, where they
__________________
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operate predominantly in the informal sector. 45 More than half of the small and
medium-sized enterprises in OECD countries indicated that without support they
might fail within three months, while some operating in the formal sector cou ld be
pushed into informality. 46 An International Labour Organization (ILO) survey showed
that 70 per cent of the micro-, small, and medium-sized enterprises surveyed had
taken coping measures, such as providing paid leave, reducing the number of
temporary workers, laying off permanent staff or asking workers to take unpaid leave
or to work for reduced pay. 47
31. Migrant workers and refugees often work in sectors with high levels of
temporary, informal or unprotected work. Some migrant workers have been for ced to
return to their countries of origin because of heightened discrimination and
xenophobia, job losses and a lack of access to support measures, including social
protection. Travel restrictions, including the closing of borders, have stranded at least
3 million migrants attempting to reach their countries of origin. 48 The pandemic has
also had an impact on the internal mobility of migrant workers. In India, for example,
millions of people working in urban areas have returned to their villages. 49
32. In many countries, the multifaceted impacts of the pandemic are also
disproportionately felt by female workers, who are highly concentrated in the sectors
hardest hit by the crisis. Some 40 per cent of all employed women worldwide (almost
510 million women) work in the most affected sectors: food and accommodation,
retail and wholesale, business services and administration, and manufacturing. 50
Women are overrepresented in the health sector (70 per cent of the global health
workforce) and are more likely to be front-line health workers, such as nurses,
midwives and community health workers. 51 In addition, they face increased unpaid
care responsibilities for out-of-school children and/or for older persons and sick
family members, while also being at risk of increased gender-based violence. 52
33. The majority of women in developing countries work in the informal sector,
including more than 80 per cent of women in non-agricultural jobs in South Asia,
compared with 74 per cent of women in sub-Saharan Africa and 54 per cent of women
in Latin America and the Caribbean. 53 They therefore have no or very limited access
to social protection, such as health insurance, paid sick leave, maternity leave, and
pension and unemployment benefits. That is compounded by multiple and intersecting
inequalities, such as socioeconomic status, disability, age and geographical location.
34. Young people are significantly affected by the current crisis in multiple ways:
disruption to education and training could potentially diminish future employment
opportunities and incomes; those already with jobs may face layoffs, unemployment
__________________
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and reduced income; young people will also have difficulties entering or re -entering
the labour market and/or transitioning to better positions. 54 Almost 77 per cent, or
328 million, of the world’s young workers are in informal jobs in low - and middleincome countries. 55 In developed countries, new business models, such as the
platform economy and the gig economy, have expanded the informal sector: the lack
of a standard employment relationship often entails a lack of protection and benefits
for workers, which makes those workers particularly vulnerable to the effects of the
pandemic.
35. A significant feature of the current crisis is the rising number of inactive
individuals (i.e. those not actively seeking employment and therefore not counted in
the employment statistics), which is growing to higher levels than unemployment and
which traditionally includes more of the older and younger generations. 56 On average,
40 per cent of young people experience a period of inactivity or unemployment of
four years or more. Before the pandemic, around 20 per cent of young people around
the world (267 million) were not in employment, education or training, 57 however,
the current crisis could increase those percentages, leading to possible dejection and
exclusion and reduced future potential earnings. Inactivity therefore requires
particular attention in policies, as higher rates of inactivity make job recovery more
difficult and increase economic costs for Governments. For example, even before the
pandemic, the economic cost of people not in employment, education or training in
OECD countries was estimated at between $360 billion and $605 billion, equivalent
to between 0.9 and 1.5 per cent of GDP. 58

III. Social policy to enable inclusive, resilient and sustainable
recovery from the pandemic to achieve the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development
36. Concerns over growing inequality and economic insecurity were mounting
before COVID-19 hit. The current crisis has, however, drawn more attention to those
issues, as they affect exposure to the virus, ability to work from home and access to
adequate health care and social protection. The pandemic has exposed the precarity
of many people’s lives and revealed how much risk and uncertainty are embedded in
today’s society.
37. At the same time, inequality and insecurity stand to widen as a result of the
devastating impact of the crisis on jobs, livelihoods, health and education. T hese
negative social effects could last for years, even after the pandemic has ended and
economic growth has returned. They will affect the prospects of children and young
people who have lost educational and employment opportunities and may even leave
a mark on future generations.
38. However, the long-term outcomes of the crisis depend on the policies used in
response. Historically, pandemics and other major crises have reshaped policies and
societies in ways that have helped to reduce inequality and addr ess insecurity. Major
shocks often tested institutions and practices and reinforced demands for social
protection and higher wages. A notable example is the case of the United States of
America, where the social protection system was created in the afterma th of the Great
Depression of 1929. Similarly, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern
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Ireland established its universal health-care system after the Second World War.
Wherever Governments accommodated such demands, inequality fell once the initia l
shock had subsided.
39. Much like earlier crises, the COVID-19 pandemic is a fork in the road. An
insufficient response to the crisis and its social impacts could put countries on a
negative path, intensifying public discontent and further weakening trus t in
institutions. At the same time, the tragedy of the pandemic binds people’s fates
together, even more so than recent economic crises. It shows how much collective
actions matter and instils a new awareness of the social and economic risks of
deficient social protection systems and inadequate public services. The crisis can
therefore lead to the transformational changes needed to build a new social contract.
40. To recover better and accelerate the implementation of the 2030 Agenda, a
people-centred, inclusive, resilient and sustainable strategy is needed. The strategy
has two prongs: fast-acting temporary measures to weather the crisis and
comprehensive long-term policies and measures to build resilience against future
risks and shocks. Such actions must be supported by adequate financing for social
development.

A.

Fast-acting temporary measures to address negative effects of the
pandemic on social development
41. The COVID-19 pandemic is affecting societies and economies at their very core.
Governments have taken unprecedented fast-acting temporary measures to limit the
socioeconomic impact of the crisis. There are opportunities to build on those
emergency response measures to transform economies and create more inclusive,
equitable, resilient and sustainable societies.
42. In parallel to efforts to contain the pandemic, which is the most urgent priority,
most countries have taken swift emergency response measures (fiscal stimulus
packages) to counter its negative impact on employment and poverty. Mor e than
170 countries have allocated funds to fiscal stimulus plans, which, as at 11 September
2020, amounted to $11.7 trillion, or close to 12 per cent of global GDP. 59 Major fiscal
stimulus packages have typically included additional spending and forgone revenue
(including temporary tax cuts), the extension of social protection benefits to those
who were previously not covered, the provision of support or interest -free loans to
small businesses and the provision of liquidity support. The stimulus packages have
been crucial in reducing the effects of the crisis: in countries with sufficient data, ILO
has reported a direct correlation between the size of fiscal stimulus packages and the
number of job losses.
43. Many Governments have undertaken new, although often temporary, social
protection initiatives in response to the pandemic: between 1 February and
16 November 2020, 94.1 per cent of all countries and territories (209 countries and
territories) released 1,596 social protection measures in response to the COVID-19
crisis. 60 Measures included special allowances and grants (16.7 per cent), income and
job protection (14.9 per cent), unemployment protection (10.8 per cent) and health
protection (10.7 per cent). 61 The main beneficiaries of measures were workers and/or
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their dependants (241 measures) and poor or vulnerable populations (219 measures). 62
Measures to support the most vulnerable included cash transfers, food assistance
programmes, social insurance and child benefits to support families. Cash transfer
programmes were the most widely used safety net interventions (one third of all social
protection programmes related to COVID-19).
44. Wage subsidies were the most widespread measures aimed at employment
retention, with particular attention paid to disadv antaged groups, including women,
persons with disabilities, migrants and young people. Most OECD countries have
deployed short-time work schemes in response to the pandemic. 63 Several
Governments have extended publicly financed sickness benefits to workers who are
not otherwise entitled to paid sick leave. School closures and the high number of
infections among family members in need of care have drawn attention to family
leave policies. Some countries have taken measures to support workers who have to
take care of children or sick family members, such as expanding statutory sick pay
and sickness benefits.
45. Countries have also used their unemployment protection systems to prevent job
losses, guarantee income security to workers and support those who have lost their
jobs. That has been pursued through five main instruments: the expansion of
unemployment benefits; the provision of wage subsidies; the expansion or
introduction of partial unemployment benefits to compensate for crisis -induced
reductions in working hours; the provision of employment services to complement
income support for unemployed workers; and the relaxation of job -seeking
preconditions associated with unemployment insurance payments. 64
46. Some countries have addressed the particular vulnerability of older persons and
persons with disabilities by introducing old-age, survivor and disability benefits to
guarantee income security to those affected by the crisis. Measures include advancing
the payment, or increasing the level, of pensions: in A ustralia, pensioners have been
among the recipients of a one-off payment of 750 Australian dollars (equivalent to
$431.9); South Africa has provided early payment of social grants to older persons
and persons with disabilities; and Kenya has provided additional targeted support to
vulnerable people, including orphans and older persons.
47. While those measures will address short-term needs, once they end,
beneficiaries will be left just as vulnerable to future shocks as before. To safeguard
the livelihoods of the most disadvantaged and vulnerable groups and individuals,
Governments should optimize the size, duration and terms of such temporary
measures and use them to lay the foundations of comprehensive long -term policies
and social protection systems that can protect populations against future shocks. This
would require bold actions to address the root causes of inequalities and deprivations.
Governments should continue to promote inclusive growth; create decent and
productive jobs, especially in the green, sustainable and care economies; leverage
new technologies; establish or strengthen and extend the coverage of nationally
appropriate social protection systems, including social protection floors; and ensure
the provision of high-quality essential services and basic infrastructure for all.
Targeted efforts should ensure the elimination of social or legal barriers for
marginalized and disadvantaged groups.
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B.

Long-term measures to build back better: the need for a renewed
social contract
48. To build back better, a new social contract to address the root causes of
inequality and vulnerability, rather than just cushion shocks temporarily or palliate
market failures, is needed. To forge that new path, Governments and other
stakeholders (employers, workers and civil society organizations) must adapt their
roles and responsibilities to meet the rapidly changing needs of today’s societies.
Specifically, rising levels of job insecurity in developed countries and insecure
working conditions in developing countries mean that many people can no longer rely
on work to provide economic security. Transformations to the structure of families
and households challenge their role as a traditional source of informal support.
Changes in the world of work, globalization and technological breakthroughs, which
foster aspirations but also give rise to fears, are compounded by growing threats from
climate change and pandemics. All in all, societal changes beyond the control of
humankind are increasing people’s exposure to shock s that they are unable to
overcome. Governments, together with other stakeholders, must safeguard people’s
ability to cope, recover and thrive.
49. A first step in strengthening people’s resilience is to invest in them by promoting
equal opportunities and equal access to social services. To date, no country, rich or
poor, has succeeded in giving all children the same chances, regardless of economic
or social background. Ensuring equal access to inclusive, high-quality education,
health care and other basic services is key. The current crisis demonstrates that healthcare systems are only as effective as the care that they provide to the most vulnerable:
universal policies should be complemented by targeted policies and measures to
address inequalities based on gender, age, race, ethnicity or other factors that have
been reinforced by social norms. Barriers to access to basic services, such as
discrimination and stigma, and cultural insensitivity by service providers, must be
identified and removed.
50. In particular, the COVID-19 crisis provides Governments with the opportunity
to promote strong and resilient health systems and accelerate efforts towards the
achievement of universal health coverage (see General Assembly resolution 74/2).
Universal health coverage, whereby all individuals and communities receive the
health services that they need without undue financial hardship, is an essential tool
for achieving the goal of health for all. 65 Governments need to invest in “common
goods for health”, which includes access to essential medicines and equitable
distribution of all health facilities, goods and services. 66 Countries should invest in
creating high-quality health-care jobs, with a focus on primary health care, to fill
critical gaps. In addition to strengthening health systems at the national level,
countries need to invest in global public goods for health (i.e. cross -border functions
or interventions, beyond market forces, that contribute to health progress), such as
inter-country disease surveillance and preparedness systems, global information sharing, and cooperation on research into causes and treatment of diseases, and
vaccines. 67
51. Education is a key enabler and equalizer. To prevent the learning crisis from
becoming a generational catastrophe that widens disparities, Governments must
prioritize equal access, including to digital learning tools, from early learning to
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lifelong education. That will mean investing in public education systems to address
learning losses, prevent dropouts, in particular among marginalized groups, and take
into consideration the social and emotional welfare of students, teachers and staff.
Governments should strengthen the resilience and flexibility of education systems,
focusing on equity and the inclusion of the most marginalized groups, in collaboration
with all stakeholders and on the basis of data and evaluation. The current crisis
provides an opportunity to rethink the purpose and role of schools a nd expand their
capacity, build knowledge and skills in areas with high employability, promote health
and well-being and improve digital skills.
52. The second step is to further strengthen labour institutions, including labour
regulations, employment contracts and innovative forms of collective agreement.
Without decent jobs that provide economic security, a good education does not
automatically create opportunities. In the current context of massive joblessness, the
way out of the crisis is through the promotion of decent work for all. Under a renewed
social contract, Governments may consider establishing a universal labour guarantee
that ensures fundamental rights at work and an adequate wage, regardless of workers’
employment status. 68 There is also space for job guarantee programmes to address
unmet needs in the care economy, build necessary infrastructure or facilitate the
transition to green economies.
53. The third, essential, step is to promote more equitable fiscal and monetary policies
for implementing nationally appropriate social protection systems, including social
protection floors. Social protection systems that provide unemployment and disability
benefits, child benefits, old-age pensions and access to health care offer income security
at all stages of the life cycle and minimize the risk of people falling into poverty. While
targeted measures may be necessary to reach those individuals and groups most in
need, they should complement universal programmes, rather than replace them. In
addition, long-term employment contracts can no longer be the prerequisite for access
to social protection. A social contract fit for today’s challenges requires adequate
coverage of workers under non-standard contracts, including in the gig economy, of
workers in informal employment and of people outside the labour force.
54. Social protection measures play a critical role in addressing the crisis as they
are powerful economic and social stabilizers, contribute to job and income security
for individuals affected by the crisis and provide effective access to health care.
Countries that already had social protection systems in place before the pandemic
have proved to be more prepared to rapidly mobilize health -care, job protection and
income security measures. Social protection measures have also been more efficient
in countries with universal, or close to universal, health coverage and adequate benefit
levels for delivering comprehensive benefits and services and preventing poverty. 69
To build back better, Governments should create social protection systems that can
respond to systemic shocks affecting many households simultaneously, whether
natural disasters, food shortages, economic crises or disease outbreaks such as the
COVID-19 pandemic. 70
55. That would involve building systems that provide comprehensive and adequate
protection for all and ensure easy access to entitlements and redress mechanisms.
Social protection floors guarantee income security across the life course. It can be
achieved through a combination of contributory schemes, such as pensions and
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unemployment insurance, and tax-financed schemes, such as cash transfers for
children, food and nutritional assistance for families and social pensions for older
persons and persons with disabilities. Countries sh ould also develop integrated
strategies to extend social protection to informal workers and promote their transition
to the formal economy. That should be carried out in dialogue with a variety of
stakeholders, including workers in the informal economy. 71
56. Social protection systems need to have system design and delivery mechanisms
that reduce barriers to access for disadvantaged social groups, including
discrimination, a lack of information, complex registration and administrative
processes and the digital divide. Thus far, less than one fifth of social protection and
labour market measures taken in response to the COVID-19 crisis strengthen women’s
economic security or support unpaid care. 72 Recovering better provides a chance to
integrate support for care into social protection systems and public services, thereby
reducing income and gender inequalities. To do so, social protection systems need to
provide for leave and cash transfers for caregivers, while strengthening care services
for children, older persons and persons with disabilities.
57. Those social policy imperatives will have a limited impact on poverty,
inequality and insecurity if discrimination continues to preclude the participation of
certain people and groups in social, economic and political life. A new social contract
depends on complementary universal policy measures involving broader processes of
institutional change that promote equal access to productive resources, fair
inheritance rights, full legal capacity for all and access to ju stice. The process of
reforming institutions and reversing entrenched prejudices is often slow and may be
perceived as challenging by some sectors of society. However, that process also
provides an opportunity to stem the social discontent and political in stability that are
provoked by inequality and insecurity.
58. At a time of growing public discontent in developed and developing countries
in all regions, rebuilding trust hinges on the availability of quality public services that
promote equal opportunities, universal social protection that fosters economic
security and public institutions that guarantee equal rights. Those should be the
building blocks of a renewed social contract. The stronger the social policies, the
higher the level of trust in institutions and, in turn, the larger the space for robust
social policies.

C.

Sustainable financing and partnerships for social development
59. The pandemic and its economic fallout are currently having a devastating impact
on public balance sheets. The strain placed on domestic resource mobilization is
compounded by the urgent need to boost expenditure in order to contain and mitigate
the impact of the crisis. Providing adequate financial investment in social protection
systems and reversing chronic underinvestment in public services, including education
and health care, will be critical to ensuring an inclusive and sustainable recovery from
the crisis and to creating societies that are more resilient to future shocks.
Financing gaps for social development have dramatically increased because of
the crisis
60. The crisis not only is laying bare certain risks that have been ignored for decades
(in particular, inadequate health-care and education systems, and gaps in social
protection), but also is exposing and exacerbating financing gaps in those areas.
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61. When the crisis hit, only 45 per cent of the global population was effectively
covered by at least one social protection benefit. The remaining population – as many
as 4 billion people – was completely unprotected. Those coverage gaps reflect
significant financing gaps in social protection. According to ILO, to ensure basic
income security and access to essential health care for all in 2020, developing
countries would have needed to invest some $1.2 trillion (on average, 3.8 per cent of
their GDP) to close the financing gap. 73 Low-income countries account for
$77.9 billion of that gap, equivalent to 15.9 per cent of their GDP. The relative burden
of closing that gap is particularly marked in Central and Western Asia, North Africa
and sub-Saharan Africa (between 8 and 9 per cent of their GDP). Those financing
requirements reflect the increasing need to provide health -care services and income
security to workers who have lost their jobs because of the pande mic, as well as the
extent to which GDP has decreased because of the crisis. Globally, it is estimated that
the financing gap for social protection has increased by 30 per cent since the onset of
the crisis. 74
62. Education systems have been underfunded for years. Even before COVID-19
hit, low- and middle-income countries would have needed to at least double their
education spending to reach the $3 trillion a year needed to achieve Goal 4, on high quality education for all by 2030. 75 The crisis not only has highlighted alarming
inequalities in access to education, but also has served as a reminder of the urgent
need for budgetary prioritization. Annual spending on education worldwide was
$4.7 trillion in 2019, with Governments accounting for 79.3 per cent of spending,
households for 20.4 per cent and donors for 0.3 per cent (12 per cent in low -income
countries). Globally, the share of government budgets allocated to education has
remained relatively constant, at an average of 14.2 per cent, during the period 2000–
2017. 76 The recession triggered by the pandemic has severely challenged the capacity
of Governments to raise revenue and will force them to make tough decisions
regarding the prioritization of limited financial resources in the coming months and
years. National budgets will be squeezed, and aid earmarked for education in low income countries may suffer, at the very time when increased funding is needed for
recovery. According to estimates by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO), even if the budget share allocated to education
remains stable, public spending could drop by 8 per cent ($210 billion) and aid
earmarked for education by 12 per cent ($337 billion). 77
63. Significant additional financing is required to achieve universal access to health
care. In 2019, the World Health Organization (WHO) estimated that up to 5 billion
people would miss out on health care in 2030 if rates of global spending on health
remained stable. It warned that countries must increase spending on p rimary health
care by at least 1 per cent of their GDP if the world were to close glaring coverage
gaps and meet the health targets set out in the 2030 Agenda. 78 The COVID-19 crisis
has intensified those financing needs and increased the financing gap for health care.
Another important challenge in many countries is to reduce households’ out -of-pocket
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payments on health care, which is crucial to tackling poverty and social inequities.
The incidence of catastrophic health expenditure, defined as large out -of-pocket
spending in relation to household consumption or income, continuously increased
between 2000 and 2015. 79
Domestic resource mobilization and progressive taxation and expenditure
needed to preserve and increase social spending
64. Domestic resource mobilization is crucial to building back better, but in many
countries, progress made in that respect has been insufficient to match the scale and
ambition of the 2030 Agenda. 80 Between 2015 and 2018, only 40 per cent of
developing countries clearly increased tax-to-GDP ratios. 81 With global GDP
estimated to have contracted sharply in 2020 by between 3.2 and 5.2 per cent, 82
domestic resource mobilization is likely to suffer. Dramatic falls in public revenue
are putting national budgets under strain. While all countries are affected, the least
developed countries and small island developing States, which are both heavily
dependent on remittances, tourism, oil, commodity exports and manufacturing
experts, are experiencing dramatic fall in public revenue. 83 Estimates show that
government revenues in sub-Saharan Africa could decline by between 12 and 16 per
cent compared with a non-COVID-19 baseline scenario. In April 2020, year-on-year
revenue decreased by 40 per cent in Peru and by 49 per cent in Jordan. 84
65. Political will to reform national tax and fiscal policy is needed in order to
increase domestic revenues. During the recovery phase, Governments may consider
measures to make tax systems more effective and progressive and expenditure that
reduces poverty and inequality. 85 Similarly, countries should take bold measures to
eradicate tax evasion and avoidance, as well as illicit financial flows, as those are
major barriers to domestic resource mobilization and result in significant forgone
investment in social development. 86
International cooperation to create fiscal space for social development
66. International and regional cooperation can help to create fiscal space for social
development. However, even before the COVID-19 crisis, levels and trends in
external financing already fell short of the spending needed to achieve the Sustainable
Development Goals. In 2019, official development assistance (ODA) totalled 0.3 per
cent ($152.8 billion) of gross national income, which was below the U nited Nations
commitment target of 0.7 per cent. 87 Moreover, although social sectors remain the
largest recipients of ODA, the percentage of total ODA devoted to social spending
fell from 40 per cent in 2010 to 35 per cent in 2017. 88
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67. With rising spending needs and falling revenue, public debt is likely to increase
significantly in many countries. The risk of debt distress is particularly marked in
Africa. 89 Increases in debt servicing costs, spurred by the devaluation of many
countries’ currencies against the United States dollar, will further narrow countries’
available fiscal space and limit the impact of COVID-19 response measures.
Downgrades of countries’ sovereign credit scores risk further increasing the cost of
public borrowing on the international capital markets.
68. In the short term, official development finance has an important role to play in
supporting developing countries through the COVID -19 crisis. ODA played an
important countercyclical role in previous crises, supporting health -care and social
protection systems in developing economies. 90 While the global economic recession
threatens the level of external financing available, members of the Development
Assistance Committee of OECD have asserted their ambition to “strive to protect
ODA budgets” during the crisis. 91 Ultimately, the evolution of ODA will depend on
political will and global solidarity. Similarly, multilateral development banks,
including the World Bank Group, the International Monetary Fund, regional
development banks and other multilateral and intergovernmental agencies, have
ramped up rapid disbursement of financial support to counter the economic and social
fallout of the COVID-19 pandemic and strengthen social protection systems. The
Group of 20 announced the commitment of its members to suspending debt service
payments by the 76 countries eligible for support from the International Development
Association. Although more should be done to promote sustainable debt management,
that marks a first step. 92
69. In sum, domestic resource mobilization is the only long-term viable source of
financing for building back better. To support developing countries through the worst
of the current crisis and prevent a decline in social development outcomes, members
of the international community should sustain their political commitment and work
together to support national sustainable development strategies and cushion the
dramatic fall in the domestic financing of social development. 93
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