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Context
The new coronavirus is affecting the Eastern Caribbean 
Area (ECA)2 along with the rest of the world. As of 28 
April 2020, the number of confirmed cases from the 
virus had reached 333 and the reported deaths had 
risen to 20 (figure 1). Similar to the other countries, the 
governments in the ECA are re-configuring their health 

Figure 1: Daily confirmed COVID-19 cases, Eastern Caribbean Area 

Source: UNICEF Office for the Eastern Caribbean, April 2020.

1  Jonathan Wood, Data Analyst, UNICEF Office for the Eastern Caribbean.
Alexandru Nartea, Monitoring and Evaluation Specialist, UNICEF Office for the Eastern Caribbean.
Stephanie Bishop, Monitoring and Evaluation Officer, UNICEF Office for the Eastern Caribbean.
2  The countries covered by this policy paper are Anguilla, Antigua and Barbuda, Barbados, British Virgin Islands, Dominica, Grenada, 
Montserrat, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Trinidad and Tobago, and the Turks and Caicos Islands. Note 
that data is not always available for every country.
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care systems, have closed their borders, schools and 
non-essential businesses, and established lockdowns 
in an effort to reduce the movement of the population 
and enforce social distancing to contain the spread of 
the virus. 
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In consequence, for many people, interactions will be 
limited to members of their immediate family. On the 
one hand, the protective measures taken in the early days 
of the COVID-19 onset have contributed to containment 
of the virus in the ECA countries and territories and to 
flattening of the curve, the governments will need to 
remain vigilant to guard against the possibility of an 
upsurge. On the other hand, allied to the direct health 

impact on the population, these measures will, inevitably, 
lead to disruptions of social life and wellbeing, changes 
of human behaviour, sharp rises in unemployment, 
and reductions in household incomes. The recent 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) projections show 
the extent to which ECA countries’ economies will be 
affected by these impacts (figure 2).

Figure 2: Projected GDP growth rates in 2020 

NB. Data for Anguilla, British Virgin Islands, Montserrat and Turks and Caicos Islands are not available. 

Source: IMF estimates, 2019 and 2020.

For the eight countries with available data, the Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) is projected to drop by 7 per 
cent compared to an increase of 2.8 percent in 2019, 
before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. The full 
impact of the emergency is given by the net change, 
the difference between the 2019 and 2020 estimates, 
which shows that the ECA economies will be on average 
10 per cent lower than they would have been without 
the outbreak of the virus. Also noteworthy is that the 

7 per cent decrease projected for 2020, is over double 
the global average, 3 per cent, and is on par with the 
projection for the European region, 7.5 per cent – the 
current epicentre of the pandemic. The high rates for 
ECA countries and territories reflect the importance 
of tourism to their economies (figure 3). The average 
tourism contributions3 to the economy and employment 
are respectively 39 and 37 per cent; only Trinidad and 
Tobago has a value under 20 per cent. 

3  Includes direct, indirect and induced expenditures. This is a wide 
definition of impact – the total contribution is approximately 3 times 
the direct impact. For more details see World Travel and Tourism 
Council (WTTC), 2016, Travel and Tourism Impact: Barbados, 2015. 
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Figure 3: Contributions of tourism to ECA countries and territories
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Source: Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), 2020, Caribbean Trends - COVID-19: Tourism-Based Shock Scenarios for Caribbean 
Countries, IDB Blog. 

What is crucial about this dependence is less related to 
the immediate health impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which is causing massive reductions in output and 
employment throughout much of the world, than 
to the medium and long-term impacts in the future. 
Whereas, more diversified economies can be expected 
to ‘bounce back’ relatively quickly4, the recovery in many 
Caribbean countries will be dependent on how quickly 
the tourism sector rebounds. This, in turn will depend 
on exogenous factors such as the removal of travel 
restrictions, availability and costs of flights, perception 
of safety of potential tourists, travel insurance issues and 
the availability of the necessary finance after a period 
where many will have experienced significant decreases 
in income. Notwithstanding that the pandemic is 
occurring during the low, rather than high, tourist 
season, the impacts currently being felt in the Caribbean 
are likely to persist at least until the end of 2020. 

4  Such ‘rebounds’ have been incorporated into the IMF projections. 

The extent of the crisis and the rapidity with which it is 
unfolding has entailed a major effort by international 
agencies to understand the implications and potential 
impacts of the crisis at global, regional and sub-regional 
levels and to identify mitigating measures. The emphasis 
in the majority of these reports is, understandably, either 
on the health or the macro economic and fiscal, rather 
than the social impacts of the crisis. Moreover, as the 
recent United Nations (UN) policy brief on the impact of 
COVID-19 on children5 stated that, while children are not 
the face of this pandemic, they will not be unaffected.

There are currently around 800,0006 children and young 
people (0-24 years) in the Eastern Caribbean Area, and 
they account for a third of the population – a substantial 
proportion of the population. Of this group around 70 
per cent (570,000) are children under 18 years and 30 
per cent (230,000) are aged 18-24. To a large extent, 
the crisis will impact young people in similar ways to 
the population as a whole – through reduced living 

5  United Nations, 2020, Policy Brief: The Impact of COVID-19 on 
Children. 
6  UN, 2019, World Population Prospects – the 2019 Revision.
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standards and restriction on movements. However, 
there are some impacts that are specific to children and 
young people. Unless these risks are addressed, they 
have the potential to seriously compromise their present 
well-being and, in the future, their ability to contribute 
effectively to their country’s development.  

This paper builds on the UN policy brief by: 
•	 Examining the impact of the crisis on children and 

young people in the Eastern Caribbean Area, with 
particular emphasis on the direct impacts arising 
from school closures and the indirect impacts 

resulting from sharply increased household 
unemployment and poverty; and 

•	 Identifying measures that could be implemented by 
national governments, UNICEF, other international 
agencies and NGOs to mitigate these impacts.   

School closures and disruption to education 
Around 445,000 children are enrolled in school with 
226,000 and 157,000 attending primary (5-11 years) 
and secondary (12-16 years) schools respectively. These 
figures are very similar to the population estimates for 
the same age groups implying that the great majority of 
school age children are attending school.  

Table 1: School Enrolment

Country/Territory
Pre-school Primary Secondary Total

3-4 years 5-11 years 12-16 years 3-16 years

Anguilla 460 1,389 1,257 3,106

Antigua and Barbuda 3,383 9,771 7,838 20,992

Barbados 5,711 20,148 20,370 46,229

British Virgin Islands 1,408 3,290 2,056 6,754

Dominica 1,601 7,385 5,553 14,539

Grenada 4,970 11,836 9,185 25,991

Montserrat 160 477 349 986

Saint Lucia 5,080 16,616 12,694 34,390

St. Kitts and Nevis 2,243 5,452 4,175 11,870

St. Vincent and the Grenadines 3,487 13,173 10,117 26,777

Trinidad and Tobago 30,710 133,650 81,471 245,831

Turks and Caicos Islands 2,444 2,858 2,099 7,401

TOTAL 61,657 226,045 157,164 444,866

Sources: OECS Statistical Digest 2016-2017; Turks and Caicos Islands Education Digest 2016/2017; Statistics on Education in Barbados 2015-
2016; Government of Anguilla, Department of Education, End of Year Report 2014-2015; Trinidad and Tobago Education Statistics Return 
2015/2016 and UNICEF estimates. 

The impact on education due to the COVID-19 results 
from the closure of schools. This started from 16th 
March 2020 and, within two weeks, schools had been 
shut in every country. At this stage, it seems likely that 
the closures will last through the end of 2019-2020 

academic year in July. Impacts from this will be both 
direct and indirect. The direct impact will be the 
disruption to children’s education; the indirect impact 
will arise from the huge increase in time that children 
will be spending at home.  
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The closures will affect the education of all children 
for a substantial period through the interruption of 
classes, as well as the cancellation or postponement 
of promotion and final examinations in primary and 
secondary schools. 

There are two basic approaches to mitigating the impact 
of school closures, both of which are based around 
home-schooling: (i) developing systems for online 
learning7; and (ii) extending more traditional methods 
to the home environment.  

Access to computers and the internet is high in the 
Caribbean – over 80 per cent of female 15-24 years old8 
had used a computer and accessed the internet in the 
previous month. Smartphone ownership was around 50 
per cent in 2016 and is expected to be higher by now. Yet 
only around half of households possessed a computer 
for home use and 40 per cent of users said they accessed 
computers from outside the home. Additionally, issues 
of internet coverage and reliability will constrain the 
use of online teaching. Over-reliance on online learning 
is therefore likely to bias assistance towards better off 
families, as has been recognised9. Allied to the need to 
have trained teachers and online course material in a 
state of readiness, a rapid expansion of online (including 
use of smartphones for dissemination) does not appear 
feasible in the short-term. 

The better option therefore appears to be the expansion 
of home-schooling which, intuitively could be expanded 
and rolled out rapidly as both teachers and materials are 
already available. Actions could include: distribution 
of books, homework sheets and indicative timetables; 
weekly phone or video calls between teachers and 

7   Digital and online learning are synonymous terms. 
8  Statistics in this paragraph has been derived from Multiple 
Indicator Cluster Surveys in Barbados and Saint Lucia (2012), Trinidad 
and Tobago (2011) and the Saint Lucia Survey of Living Conditions 
2016. 
9  Saavedra J./ World Bank, 2020, Educational challenges and 
opportunities of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. Available at: 
https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/educational-challenges-and-
opportunities-covid-19-pandemic

children; advice to parents (many of whom are now at 
home) as to how they can contribute to, and participate 
in their children’s education. The establishment of a 
Ministry of Education task force to plan, implement and 
manage home-schooling activities is essential. Its first 
task would be to assess the effectiveness and needs of 
any local or community home-schooling initiatives.

The above measures relate to the short-term impacts. 
There are also potential medium-term impacts: (i) 
reductions in future academic performance; and (ii) 
increased dropout rates, due to the possibility of some 
students continuing to stay away when schools re-open. 
To a large extent, the medium-term impacts will depend 
on the effectiveness of the measures to institute home-
schooling and the degree to which these are adopted at 
the family level, and the policies adopted on re-opening.  
Irrespective, it is likely that classrooms will exhibit a 
wider range of educational abilities on the return to 
school compared to before the closures. There will thus 
be a need for targeted catch-up classes and, as a pre-
requisite, the identification of students who should 
attend these. Recent studies10 have found that: (i) male 
educational performance, under most indicators, is 
inferior to that of females; and (ii) although dropout 
rates are generally low, two thirds of dropouts are male. 
In consequence, particular attention should be paid to 
the needs of boys in the design of catch-up classes.  

At the same time, planning for the re-opening of schools 
should start early. This will need to cover: (i) safety related 
protocols – social distancing, hygiene, shift systems, 
provision of meals; and (ii) curricula to be taught in 
the next term (the designated autumn curriculum, the 
curriculum from the summer term, or a hybrid).

10  UNICEF, 2019, Adolescent Well-being and Equity in Saint Lucia, 
and UNICEF, 2020 (forthcoming), Generation Unlimited: the Well-
being of Young People in Barbados.

https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/educational-challenges-and-opportunities-covid-19-pandemic
https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/educational-challenges-and-opportunities-covid-19-pandemic
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Key messages
•	 Explore and implement all possible ways of 

maintaining learning through home-schooling 
while schools are closed. Systems need to be 
developed which involve both online learning and 
traditional methods.   

•	 Initiate planning for school re-opening in terms of 
developing protocols for safe practices in school, 
2020-2021 curricula, the likely need for catch-up 
classes for some students and associated welfare 
and child safety issues11. 

Increased time at home and violence levels
School closures have not only disrupted children’s 
education but have resulted in a huge increase in time 
that children spend at home, especially since closures 
are accompanied by restrictions on socialising with 
family members and friends outside the home. This 
leads to a substantial increase in childcare requirements 
including the need to provide daytime meals and 
snacks. Resilient as they are, many children may, at 
least initially, find it difficult to adapt quickly to these 
changing circumstances leading to frustration, anger, 
anxiety and depression. 

At the same time, parents will need to adapt in a variety 
of different ways. A ‘stay at home’ parent will now have 
to incorporate additional childcare requirements into 
daily routines. Parents now working from home, will 
need to juggle both work and childcare. And, previously 
working parents, unused to spending weekday time at 
home, will have to switch from full-time work to full-
time childcare. These necessary adaptations will often 
proceed smoothly but there is a clear risk, especially 
in the early stages of the lockdown, that they will lead 
to frustration and increase tensions between parents 
and children, which in turn could entail an increase 
in the violent disciplining12 of children and, at worst, 

11  See for instance: UNICEF, World Bank, and WFP, 2020, Framework 
for reopening schools; and,  Mckinsey and Company, 2020, School-
system priorities in the age of coronavirus.
12  Includes physical and psychological aggression. 

prima facie cases of child neglect. These issues will be 
exacerbated by increasing unemployment and poverty 
discussed in the next section. 

The likelihood of this occurring is heightened by the 
already high prevalence of violent disciplining in the 
Caribbean with around 70 per cent of 2 to 14 year olds 
in Trinidad and Tobago, Saint Lucia and Barbados being 
subject to this practice. Among them, between 50 and 
60 per cent had been physically disciplined13.  Arguably 
the crucial factor that can influence the incidence of 
child abuse during lock down periods are the living 
arrangements of children: in Barbados and Saint Lucia, 
under 40 per cent of children were living with both 
parents, over 40 per cent with just their mother and 
under 10 per cent with just their father. This means 
that around half of children are living without a father 
present. 

Table 3: Living arrangements of Children 
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Barbados 33.5 48.7 7.6 5.6 4.7 100.0

Saint Lucia 39.6 43.6 4.6 10.5 1.6 100.0

Trinidad & 
Tobago

54.9 31.5 4.9 6.6 2.0 100.0

Source: Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) – Trinidad and 
Tobago, 2011; Saint Lucia, 2012; Barbados, 2012.

Between a fifth and a quarter of children live in one 
parent/single adult households; of which over 80 
percent are headed by women (Barbados). Children in 
these households are likely to be vulnerable to increased 
violent disciplining as mothers will have to cope with the 
additional ‘burden’ of having a child around for the whole 
day, potentially exacerbated if children can no longer go 

13  Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) – Trinidad and Tobago, 
2011; Saint Lucia, 2012; Barbados, 2012.

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-sector/our-insights/school-system-priorities-in-the-age-of-coronavirus?cid=other-eml-alt-mbl-mck&hlkid=83d880c81f7845ab80c679ebf7d70e0b&hctky=9303477&hdpid=639904c2-b2ea-450f-bec0-951b2b23dd86
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-sector/our-insights/school-system-priorities-in-the-age-of-coronavirus?cid=other-eml-alt-mbl-mck&hlkid=83d880c81f7845ab80c679ebf7d70e0b&hctky=9303477&hdpid=639904c2-b2ea-450f-bec0-951b2b23dd86
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to caregivers outside the home or play outside the house. 
These will add to ongoing issues faced by the mothers 
doing childcare outside school hours, housework and 
income generation; as few fathers provide emotional 
or financial support once they have departed. In this 
context, it is salutary that these pressures, which can 
only increase during COVID-19, have led to mothers 
being the main perpetrators of severe child neglect.14 
Violence by caregivers is also the most common form 
of violence against children15. This is to say that mothers 
are stretched to breaking point from the accumulation 
of pressures often accentuated by insufficient paternal 
support. Analysis also shows that adolescents are more 
likely to be in single parent households than younger 
children, exactly the age when they are going through 
puberty with all its attendant pressures on themselves 
and their parents. 

Yet pressures will also arise in nuclear families and 
extended family households (each comprising around 
40 per cent of children), if parents or other adult members 
are confined to the house. In these cases, tensions 
between caretakers and children can be exacerbated 
by strains between the adults living together which can 
be ‘taken out’ on their children and increase potential 
mental health issues (e.g. depression, anxiety) for both 
children and parents. 

But there are also factors that can alleviate these 
potential negative or indeed lead to positive outcomes. 
For all children, the increase in home time offers the 
potential for parents (especially newly at home fathers) 
to strengthen their bonds through initiatives such as: (i) 
becoming involved in their schoolwork, (ii) introducing 
them to (more) household duties (especially cooking); 
(iii)  engaging in creative play activities – dancing, 
singing, painting, yard games or exercise routines16; 

14  Child Care Board, Barbados and UNICEF, 2012?, Child Neglect 
in Barbados: a Review of Neglect Cases presented to the Child 
Care Board, 2007-2011: https://www.unicef.org/easterncaribbean/
ECAO__Child_Neglect_in_Barbados.pdf. 
15  UN, 2020, op. cit. 
16  Also parks and beaches if allowed. 

(iv) developing appropriate skills that they need for 
their work; and (v) encouragement and reassurance 
to children in times of worry and depression. In this 
context, the potential involvement of fathers (present 
and absent), many of whom will now be at home - is 
absolutely crucial to: (i) reduce the pressure on the 
mothers and the likelihood for violent disciplining; and 
(ii) strengthen relationships with their children to the 
lasting benefit of all concerned. 

The pre-COVID-19 prevalence of domestic violence was 
already high in the Eastern Caribbean despite limited 
information due to under-reporting. For example, in 
Trinidad and Tobago 28 per cent of ever-partnered17 
women (15-64 years)18 reported having been beaten 
during their lifetime; the majority were first assaulted 
when they were under 25 years old. Since the lockdowns, 
the levels of domestic violence are expected to increase 
in several countries due to family tensions19. Domestic 
violence can have serious short and long-term impacts 
on children living in violent households with increased 
risks of future criminality or becoming perpetrators 
themselves20. 

Around 90% of perpetrators of child sexual abuse were 
known to their victims. Two thirds of perpetrators were 
the victim’s partner, parents or other family members21. 
“Lockdowns tragically also present an opportunity for 
child abusers to harm children”22 whilst simultaneously 
reducing the opportunities for children to report such 
acts. The possibility that child and female sexual abuse 
can increase in times of major dislocation is confirmed 
by reports from Dominica, Puerto Rico and the USA 
following hurricanes Irma and Maria23.   

17  95 per cent of all.
18   Pemberton, C. & Joseph, J. for Inter-American Development 
Bank, 2018, National Women’s Health Survey for Trinidad and Tobago 
– Final Report.
19  UN, 2020, Policy Brief: the Impact of COVID-19 on Women.
20  UNICEF/ Govt. of Barbados, op. cit. 
21  Ibid. 
22  United Nations, 2020, Policy Brief: The Impact of COVID-19 on 
Children.
23   Dominica News Online (16 October 2018), ‘Incest shoots up after 

https://www.unicef.org/easterncaribbean/ECAO__Child_Neglect_in_Barbados.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/easterncaribbean/ECAO__Child_Neglect_in_Barbados.pdf
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The potential for increased levels of violence and abuse 
against children and higher likelihood and impact 
arising from school closures and movement restrictions 
cannot be ignored. Action is needed. 

The government should undertake an ongoing review 
of lockdown regulations with a view to enabling 
children to have regular, time-limited, outings to parks 
and beaches, subject to parental supervision and 
social distancing protocols, thus providing a means of 
reducing at home tensions.

Likewise, the strengthening of child protection services 
is a priority, but these services will necessarily focus 
on the most severe cases of child abuse and the most 
vulnerable groups after they have happened.

Yet prevention is far better than cure. Just as the 
expansion of health services to cope with COVID-19 
infections has to run in parallel with the measures 
to reduce the number of cases through lockdowns, 
strengthening child protection services should be 
accompanied by measures to reduce the need for these 
services. There has to be a recognition that governments 
cannot address all the needs alone. The greatest 
responsibility for enabling children to cope with the 
virus lies with their parents, other household members, 
and, for older children, themselves – just as the health 
effectiveness of the lockdown depends on everyone’s 
involvement. 

In consequence, the immediate over-arching priority 
is to prepare a series of communication messages and 
counselling sessions that: (i) raise awareness of the 
potential adverse impacts of the lockdowns that result 
in disruptions to normal routines and vastly increased 

Hurricane Maria’, available at: https://dominicanewsonline.com/
news/homepage/news/general/incest-shoots-up-after-hurricane-
maria/comment-page-1/; Puerto Rico: https://www.refinery29.com/
en-us/2018/09/210051/domestic-violence-puerto-rico-hurricane-
maria-effects-anniversary; USA - Newsweek, October 2020: https://
www.newsweek.com/hurricane-irma-shelters-sexual-assault-
violence-shelters-662558

time at home for both parents and children; (ii) in order 
to prevent these risks, there should be a re-affirmation of 
basic human qualities such as love, tolerance, fortitude 
and, especially given the unprecedented nature of the 
times, the need for imagination and adaptation; and 
(iii) support for parents, caregivers, older children and 
youth, should be provided via practical guidance and 
counselling sessions covering the previously identified 
issues, including for instance: 
•	 The management of mental health issues of 

parents and children.   
•	 Establishment of new household routines.
•	 Home-schooling. 
•	 Other home-based activities. 

These messages and services need to be made available 
as quickly and as widely as possible via TV, radio, social 
media and the press. Non-government organisations 
and individuals (religious organisations, musicians, 
sports icons, well-known youth leaders) should be 
enlisted for this initiative. Special emphasis should be 
given to the role of fathers who are often less involved 
with their children than mothers, yet now will have the 
opportunity to become more engaged – a change that 
will be crucial to the ability of families to weather the 
pandemic. 

Key messages
•	 The potential for increased violence against 

children and between partners arising from school 
closures and movement restrictions cannot be 
ignored.

•	 Governments should undertake ongoing reviews 
of lockdown regulations with a view to enabling 
children to have regular, time-limited, outings to 
parks and beaches, subject to parental supervision 
and social distancing protocols, as a means of 
reducing at home tensions. 

•	 Communication campaigns should continue to 
build awareness among the population about 
the risks and the need to re-affirm fundamental 
human values such as love, solidarity, tolerance 

https://dominicanewsonline.com/news/homepage/news/general/incest-shoots-up-after-hurricane-maria/comment-page-1/
https://dominicanewsonline.com/news/homepage/news/general/incest-shoots-up-after-hurricane-maria/comment-page-1/
https://dominicanewsonline.com/news/homepage/news/general/incest-shoots-up-after-hurricane-maria/comment-page-1/
https://www.refinery29.com/en-us/2018/09/210051/domestic-violence-puerto-rico-hurricane-maria-effects-anniversary
https://www.refinery29.com/en-us/2018/09/210051/domestic-violence-puerto-rico-hurricane-maria-effects-anniversary
https://www.refinery29.com/en-us/2018/09/210051/domestic-violence-puerto-rico-hurricane-maria-effects-anniversary
https://www.newsweek.com/hurricane-irma-shelters-sexual-assault-violence-shelters-662558
https://www.newsweek.com/hurricane-irma-shelters-sexual-assault-violence-shelters-662558
https://www.newsweek.com/hurricane-irma-shelters-sexual-assault-violence-shelters-662558
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and fortitude. The responsibility for enabling 
children to cope with these unprecedented times 
will devolve to parents, other household members, 
and for older children and youth themselves.

•	 Support for parents, caregivers, older children and 
youth, should be provided via practical guidance 
notes and counselling sessions covering topics 
such as the management of mental health issues, 
daily routines, and other home-based activities.

Rising unemployment and poverty levels
Containment measures, most particularly the closure of 
businesses and restrictions of movement, adopted by 
governments across the world including in the Eastern 
Caribbean Area to combat the COVID-19 pandemic will 
continue to lead to sharp increases in unemployment24. 

24  In the USA, unemployment has jumped from around 5 to 22 
million in recent weeks. Various projections for the UK, some 
projections estimate that 20 per cent of the employed workforce will 
lose their jobs. 

The Caribbean countries will not be immune to these 
consequences; a large number of private sector jobs 
will continue to be lost, while others will be affected 
by pronounced reductions in wages or earnings. The 
impact will be particularly acute in those countries 
heavily reliant on the tourism industry, which has been 
described as ‘close to collapse’25.  

Most recent pre-COVID-19 estimates of unemployment 
in the ECA are shown in table 2. The overall average 
is 12 per cent but there are wide variations between 
countries ranging from under 5 per cent in British Virgin 
Islands, Saint Kitts and Nevis and Trinidad and Tobago, 
to 27 per cent in Grenada. Youth unemployment rates 
are more than double the overall rate in all but two of 
the countries.   

25  OECS Authority, Monetary Council of the Eastern Caribbean 
Currency Union (ECCU), 2020 reported in Saint Lucia Now, 15 March 
2020: OECS tourism industry faces collapse in ten days due to 
coronavirus — report.

Table 2. Unemployment rates in the Eastern Caribbean Area

Country 
Antigua 

and 
Barbuda Barbados

British 
Virgin 

Islands Dominica Grenada Montserrat

Saint 
Kitts 
and 

Nevis
Saint 
Lucia

Saint Vincent 
and the 

Grenadines

Trinidad 
and 

Tobago

Turks and 
Caicos 
Islands

All country 
- average 

Survey 
Year 2011 2016 2015 2013 2013 2018 2016 2017 2019 2016 2018 - 

15-24 
years

27% 30% 11% 40% 46% 12% 5% 46% 42% 9% na 27%

15-64 
years

10% 10% 3% 17% 27% 7% 2% 21% 20% 3% 7% 12%

Ratio: 
youth/
total

2.7 3.0 3.5 2.4 1.7 1.8 2.3 2.2 2.1 2.9 na 2.4

Sources: Antigua and Barbuda - 2011 Census; Barbados - LFS 2016; British Virgin Islands – LFS 2015; Dominica - LFS 2013; Grenada - LFS 2015; 
Montserrat – Inter-censal count and LFS, 2018; Saint Kitts and Nevis - LFS 2016; Saint Lucia – LFS, 2016; Saint Vincent and the Grenadines - ILO 
estimates; Trinidad and Tobago – LFS, 2016; Turks and Caicos - TCI government website. 

https://www.stlucianewsonline.com/oecs-tourism-industry-faces-collapse-in-ten-days-due-to-coronavirus-report/?fbclid=IwAR1alubs8Dwy2M2I-12Q9L3984uiQoBEoX37TwOMg4WJ6tgmPkjjVCsLYOI
https://www.stlucianewsonline.com/oecs-tourism-industry-faces-collapse-in-ten-days-due-to-coronavirus-report/?fbclid=IwAR1alubs8Dwy2M2I-12Q9L3984uiQoBEoX37TwOMg4WJ6tgmPkjjVCsLYOI
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In order to obtain an indication of the potential 
magnitude of these changes, projections have been 
made by applying assumptions regarding the loss 
of jobs based on the ILO categorisation of economic 
sectors and their vulnerability to the impact of the 
COVID-1926.  Percentage reductions in each sector 
have been assumed and then applied, on a country 
by country basis, to the latest data on the sectoral 
breakdown of employment (table 3). The decreases in 
sectoral employment are then aggregated and added 
to the total current unemployment in order to obtain 
estimates of the actual increase in unemployment 
numbers and rates (absolute and relative). The following 
caveats apply to these projections:
•	 The assumptions on the sectoral employment 

reductions are normative in that they are not linked 
to GDP projections or other predictive modelling27. 
They have been applied identically to all countries. 
As and when more detailed information on country 
job losses emerges, revisions can, and should be 
made to these assumptions both sub-regionally 
and country specific. 

•	 These estimates are based on the current situation. 
This situation will persist until restrictions on 
working and movement are lifted. Unemployment 
can then be expected to reduce as economies 
enter the recovery period. The extent of the 
recovery will depend on the timing and approach 
to emerge from the current lockdowns, measures 
adopted to mitigate the impact of firm closures, 
and the resilience of individual country’s economy. 
The high dependence of the Eastern Caribbean on 
tourism is likely to significantly prolong the current 
high levels of unemployment compared to less-
tourist dependent economies28.  

26  ILO, ILO Monitor 2nd edition: COVID-19 and the world of work - 
Updated estimates and analysis, March 7, 2020. 
27  The recent IMF projections (IMF, 2020, World Economic Outlook 
– April 2020) are end year projections and incorporate assumptions 
regarding the length of the lockdown period and the ensuing 
economic rebound.
28  The IMF GDP projections for other small island tourist reliant 
economies are also very high. E.g. Seychelles -14 per cent, Maldives 
- 12 per cent. 

•	 Pre-COVID-19 data is for various years and does 
not take into account the impact of the increases 
resulting from the 2017 hurricanes. 

Table 3. Economic Sector Vulnerability due to 

COVID-19

Economic sector
ISCI 

Code(s)
ILO risk 

category

Adopted 
risk 

category

Assumed 
reductions 

(%age)1 

Education P Low Low 0

Health Q Low Low 0

Public 
administration O Low Low 0

Utilities DE Low Low 0

Agriculture 
and fishing A

Low-
medium Low 0

Construction F Medium Medium 20

Finance/ insurance K Medium Medium 20

Mining B Medium Medium 20

Other personal and 
household services RSTU

Medium-
high

Medium-
high 30

Transportation/ 
telecommunication HJ

Medium-
high

High 
(linked to 
tourism) 50

Accommodation/
food I High High 50

Real estate/ 
business support 
services LMN High High 50

Manufacturing C High High 50

Wholesale/ retail G High High 50

1. UNICEF study team. 

Source: ILO, 2020, op. cit.;  ILOStat: https://ilostat.ilo.org/resources/
methods/classification-economic-activities/

Estimated percentage changes in total employment 
show that ECA countries have lost, or are in the process, 
of losing, an average of 27 per cent of their jobs 
(figure 4). There is relatively little variation between 
the islands, reflecting the general similarity of their 
economic profiles. Countries with lower employment 
reductions tend to be those with higher proportions 
of agricultural employment (Grenada, Saint Lucia, and 
Saint Vincent and the Grenadines) or a more dominant 
public sector (Montserrat). In assessing the likelihood of 
these changes occurring it should be noted that: (i) in 

https://ilostat.ilo.org/resources/methods/classification-economic-activities/
https://ilostat.ilo.org/resources/methods/classification-economic-activities/
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the past few weeks since COVID-19 began, the USA has 
lost around 20 per cent of its jobs with the possibility of 
further increases; (ii) over a fifth of jobs could be lost in 
the UK29; and (iii) around half of the French private sector 
workers are now being subsidised by the government30. 

Figure 4: Estimated reductions in employment

0%

-5%

-10%

-15%

-20%

-25%

-30%-

35%

British Virgin 
Islands

Saint Lucia St. Kitts and 
Nevis

St. Vincent and 
the 

Grenadines

Barbados Grenada Montserrat Trinidad and 
Tobago

All countries

-33%

-29%
-26%

-20%

-27%
-29%

-24%

-28% -27%

Reduction in employment

NB. Data is not available to estimate for Anguilla, Antigua and Barbuda, Dominica, and Turks and Caicos Islands. 

Source: UNICEF Office for the Eastern Caribbean Area, April 2020. 

Table 4 on page 12 summarises the implications for 
unemployment levels resulting from the estimated 
employment losses shown above. The implications are 
stark. Around 300,000 people are estimated to lose 
their jobs due to COVID-19 across the eight Eastern 
Caribbean Area countries and territories. The average 
unemployment rate for the countries included in the 
analysis will increase by 26 percentage points from 8 per 
cent before to 35 per cent as a result of pandemic. This 
represents a fourfold increase31 with relative changes 

29  USA: Fortune Magazine, 23 April 2020; https://fortune.
com/2020/04/23/us-unemployment-rate-numbers-claims-this-week-
total-job-losses-april-23-2020-benefits-claims/; UK: Observer, 19 
April 2020. 
30  FRANCE24, 22 April 2020, Covid-19: Half of France’s private sector 
workers now unemployed; https://www.france24.com/en/20200422-
covid-19-half-of-france-s-private-sector-workers-on-temporary-
unemployment-scheme
31  The extent of the change is lower, from 17 to 41 per cent if 
Trinidad and Tobago, which accounts for over 60 per cent of the total, 
is excluded, but unemployment rates would still more than double.   

being higher for countries where unemployment rates 
are lower. Youth unemployment will also increase sharply 
and would double from 27 per cent to over 50 per cent32 
due to pandemic impact. These are large increases but 
not unlikely: (i) unemployment in Barbados had likely 
doubled by April 12th 33; (ii) in the USA, in the last few 
weeks, the unemployment rate has risen from 4 per cent 
to over 20 per cent – a five-fold increase34. 

32  Assuming the same, 26 percentage point, increase in 
unemployment.
33   Unemployment in Barbados was around 16,000 pre-COVID-19, 
and as of 12 April 2020, the government was dealing with 14,000 
new applications for unemployment benefits. These figures exclude 
increased unemployment amongst the self-employed. Barbados 
Today, 12 April 2020, Unemployment Benefits Soon: https://
barbadostoday.bb/2020/04/12/unemployment-benefits-soon/
34   Fortune Magazine, op. cit. and for UK: Daily Express, 9 April2020; 
https://www.express.co.uk/finance/city/1267231/uk-unemployment-
rate-latest-furlough-coronavirus-update-institute-for-employment-
studies 

https://fortune.com/2020/04/23/us-unemployment-rate-numbers-claims-this-week-total-job-losses-april-23-2020-benefits-claims/
https://fortune.com/2020/04/23/us-unemployment-rate-numbers-claims-this-week-total-job-losses-april-23-2020-benefits-claims/
https://fortune.com/2020/04/23/us-unemployment-rate-numbers-claims-this-week-total-job-losses-april-23-2020-benefits-claims/
https://www.france24.com/en/20200422-covid-19-half-of-france-s-private-sector-workers-on-temporary-unemployment-scheme
https://www.france24.com/en/20200422-covid-19-half-of-france-s-private-sector-workers-on-temporary-unemployment-scheme
https://www.france24.com/en/20200422-covid-19-half-of-france-s-private-sector-workers-on-temporary-unemployment-scheme
https://barbadostoday.bb/2020/04/12/unemployment-benefits-soon/
https://barbadostoday.bb/2020/04/12/unemployment-benefits-soon/
https://www.express.co.uk/finance/city/1267231/uk-unemployment-rate-latest-furlough-coronavirus-update-institute-for-employment-studies
https://www.express.co.uk/finance/city/1267231/uk-unemployment-rate-latest-furlough-coronavirus-update-institute-for-employment-studies
https://www.express.co.uk/finance/city/1267231/uk-unemployment-rate-latest-furlough-coronavirus-update-institute-for-employment-studies
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Two additional points should be noted: (i) increased 

workers and especially those involved directly or 
indirectly in the tourism sector, the situation of public 

retain their jobs; and (ii) these estimates exclude the 
impact of any measures, such as furlough/ job support 
schemes, adopted by governments to reduce the 
unemployment impact of business shut downs.

Table 4: Projected increases in unemployment due to pandemic

COUNTRY

Unemployment (number) Unemployment (rates) Change

Pre-
pandemic

Projection 
(with 

pandemic)
Increase Pre-

pandemic 
 Projection 

(with pandemic)
%age 
points Ratio

Barbados 15,363 61,016 45,653 10% 40% 30% 4.0

British Virgin Islands 477 5,010 4,533 3% 32% 29% 10.5

Grenada 24,301 40,028 15,727 29% 48% 19% 1.6

Montserrat 188 683 495 7% 25% 18% 3.6

Saint Kitts and Nevis 447 6,289 5,842 2% 28% 26% 14.1

Saint Lucia 21,476 44,691 23,215 21% 44% 23% 2.1

St. Vincent and the Grenadines 11,571 22,699 11,128 20% 39% 19% 2.0

Trinidad and Tobago 20,020 202,196 182,176 3% 30% 27% 10.1

ALL COUNTRIES 93,843 382,613 288,771 8% 35% 26% 4.1

NB. Pre-pandemic data is for various years, see Table 2. 

Increases in unemployment will lead directly to sharp 
reductions in household incomes and concomitant 
increases in poverty levels. Poverty will also increase due 
to reductions in earnings for some of those who are able 
to retain their jobs due to reduced hours or pay cuts.  

Pre-COVID-19 overall poverty levels in the Eastern 
Caribbean averaged 25 per cent and ranged from 17 per 
cent in Trinidad and Tobago to 38 per cent in Grenada 
(table 5). Severe poverty levels were much lower 
averaging 2.5 per cent with a range from around 1 per 
cent in Trinidad and Tobago, Saint Kitts and Nevis and 
Saint Lucia to around 4 per cent in Barbados and Antigua 
and Barbuda. For severe and overall poverty, child 
poverty rates were respectively 1.4 and 11 percentage 
points higher than the level of overall poverty. 

An indication of the potential increase in severe poverty 
due to the pandemic impact is also shown in the table 
5. It has been derived by using the IFPRI35

severe poverty is likely to increase by 2 per cent for every 
1 per cent reduction in GDP and applying this multiplier 

projections show a more than six-fold increase in severe 
poverty in the Eastern Caribbean from under 2.5 per 
cent to over 16.5 per cent. The projected severe poverty 
rates range from 10 per cent in Trinidad and Tobago to 
24 per cent in Antigua and Barbuda (which has one of 
the highest tourism dependency rates in the region).  

Based on current ratios of child to total severe poverty, 
the average severe child poverty rate would increase 

35  IFPRI, 2020, How much will global poverty increase because of 
COVID-19?, research blogpost: 
much-will-global-poverty-increase-because-covid-19. 

https://www.ifpri.org/blog/how-much-will-global-poverty-increase-because-covid-19
https://www.ifpri.org/blog/how-much-will-global-poverty-increase-because-covid-19
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from below 4 per cent to almost 26 per cent – around 
nine percentage points higher than for the population 
as a whole.36 

Table 5. Projected changes in poverty rates due to pandemic 

Poverty 
category

Country1/ Survey 
Year

Antigua 
& 

Barbuda
Barbados Dominica Grenada

Saint 
Kitts & 
Nevis

Saint 
Lucia

Saint 
Vincent & 

Grenadines

Trinidad 
& 

Tobago

All 
country 
average

2008/9 2016 2009 2007 2007 2016 2007/8 2005 -

Severe 
poverty 
rates

Children 
(pre-pandemic) 4.5% 6.4% 6.2% 4.0% 1.5% 2.0% 4.4% 1.9%2 3.9%

Children 
(projected) 28.5% 29.0% 24.6% 30.6% 30.7% 28.1% 18.0% 16.3% 25.7%

All (pre-pandemic) 3.7% 4.3% 3.1% 2.4% 0.8% 1.3% 2.9% 1.2% 2.5%

All (projected) 23.7% 19.5% 12.5% 18.4% 17.0% 18.3% 11.9% 10.3% 16.5%

Overall 
poverty 
rates

Children 24.3% 35.6% 38.0% 50.9% 31.2% 34.5% 37.6% 22%2 36%

All 18.4% 24.8% 28.8% 37.7% 21.8% 25.0% 30.2% 17.1% 25%

Insufficient information for Anguilla, British Virgin Islands, Montserrat and Turks and Caicos to enable projections. 

Estimated by assuming the average ratio of child/ total severe poverty ratio for the other countries.

Source: Various; IMF, op. cit.; IFPRI, op. cit.; UNICEF study team (projections).

As with increases in unemployment, rises in poverty 
will be concentrated in the private sector, particularly 
those involved in the tourism. It is important to note 
that increases in poverty, will affect workers across all 
income groups. As such, a hotel manager on an above 
average income who becomes unemployed is as likely 
to fall into poverty as medium (e.g. receptionists and 
cooks) or low paid (e.g. cleaners) workers and all will 
be more vulnerable than low paid government workers 
who will remain in employment. Mitigating factors will 
be the presence of other household members who 
remain in employment and, above all the availability of 

36  There are three caveats to the poverty projections, none of which 
affect the conclusions: (i) while most of the poverty estimates are 
over 10 years old, the severe poverty rate would still be significantly 
in excess of 10 per cent even if current levels of severe poverty are 
much lower than shown in the table 5; (ii) the IFPRI projections are 
based on international poverty lines (IPL) which are not directly 
comparable to those shown in the table which are derived from 
national poverty lines which, in the Caribbean tend to be higher than 
the IPLs however the magnitude of the increase will be identical; (iii) 
the estimates relate to year end and assume a degree of economic 
recovery and will thus under-estimate current and short-term 
poverty levels which will reflect the full extent of the business shut-
downs.

other sources of income and savings. These factors can 
be expected to reduce the potential increase in poverty 
in the short-term but if the recovery takes a longer, 
rather than a shorter time to take hold, or is slower rather 
than faster, only households with significant savings are 
likely to be spared. The descents into poverty will not 
be minor for households moving from just above to 
just below the poverty line, they will be drastic – from a 
comfortable income to little or no income.

The impacts of increased unemployment and poverty 
will considerably exacerbate the issues that have been 
identified in the preceding section, such as the potential 
increase of child and adult mental health problems and 
heightened risks of child abuse and domestic violence, 
due to increased tensions as households struggle to 
satisfy their requirements for basic needs (food and 
utilities) and the newly unemployed try to cope with 
losing jobs that they have held before. 
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Youth (15 – 24 years) unemployment across the ECA is 
already high at 27 per cent – over double the rate for 
the population (table 2), and many are already subject 
to longer term unemployment. In Barbados and Saint 
Lucia, the proportions of those unemployed who have 
never worked or have been unemployed for 6 months 
or more, were respectively 56 and 77 per cent37. Based 
on the projections due to COVID-19 pandemic impact, 
the youth unemployment can be expected to double in 
relative terms. As the great majority of this group live 
with their families, this can only further exacerbate the 
risk of increasingly volatile family situations. 

Furthermore, youth are a high-risk group in terms of 
delinquency, drug abuse and criminality. 40 per cent 
of all assault victims were aged under 26 years, 18-25 
year olds accounted for a quarter of victims, and half 
the murders committed in Barbados between 2009 and 
2013 were youths.  Research also found that poverty 
and unemployment, along with single parenthood and 
family breakdown were the most frequently perceived 
causes of juvenile crime38. While the current lockdowns 
will restrict the opportunities for criminal behaviour, 
once restrictions on movement are lifted, an increase in 
criminality looks to be probable. 

Key messages
•	 Unemployment and poverty will both increase 

considerably due to the shutdown of businesses 
imposed in order to restrict the spread of the virus. 

•	 Projections shows that between a quarter and a 
third of all jobs in the Eastern Caribbean could be 
lost leading to an average unemployment rate of 
around 35 per cent – a more than fourfold increase. 

•	 The severe poverty rate would increase from under 
3 per cent to over 16 per cent – a more than fivefold 
increase. 

37  UNICEF/ Government of Saint Lucia, 2019 AND UNICEF/ Govt. of 
Barbados, op. cit.
38  Information from UNICEF/ Govt. of Barbados, op. cit. citing 
various sources. 

•	 These increases will impact children through 
exacerbated household tensions as parents 
struggle to provide for their families.  

•	 Youth unemployment, already higher than adult 
unemployment, could more than double thereby 
increasing the threat of increased delinquency, 
drug abuse and criminal behaviour.  

Increased demand for social protection
Unlike with disruptions to education, households 
experiencing substantial or near total losses of income 
will in most cases have limited possibilities to cope with 
these without government assistance. Most Caribbean 
governments have a variety of social protection 
programmes that could be extended to reduce the 
impact of lost incomes due to COVID-19. These fall into 
the following principal categories: contributory schemes 
(e.g. social insurance); non-contributory schemes 
(e.g. social assistance programmes); and active labor 
market programmes (e.g. support to businesses). Due 
to the focus on children and young people, this paper 
examines the following non-contributory schemes: 
(i) social assistance programmes (SAPs)39; (ii) school 
feeding programmes (SFPs); and (iii) youth employment 
programmes (YEPs)40. 

Social assistance programmes in the ECA countries and 
territories vary in terms of targeting (e.g. poor families, 
poor individuals, disability), eligibility criteria (often 
based on non-income indicators), benefits provided 
(whether in cash or kind), and duration (time-limited). 
The extent of coverage of major SAPs that would 
be achieved with current beneficiary levels and the 
projected levels of severe poverty are presented in table 
6 on page 15.

39  The great majority involve either direct cash transfers or food support. 
40  There is no comparable data on youth unemployment 
programmes, likewise with data on the coverage of recently 
planned/ implemented emergency COVID-19 programmes to support 
economies through combinations of fiscal measures, business or 
productive capacity support, employment protection, and social 
assistance are not available.
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The results show that SAP coverage of the projected 
increase in the population living in severe poverty 
due to COVID-19 pandemic will be below 30 per cent, 
although there are wide variations between countries. 

Given that the severely poor live on the margin of 
destitution, this represents a major shortfall.  In other 

words, the governments may need up to three times the 
current level of resources to achieve a full coverage of 
the severely poor population. This will tax government 
finances to the limit and will likely require an urgent 
reappraisal of the SAPs in terms of both eligibility criteria 
and benefit levels41. 

41  This evaluation, due to data limitations, cannot evaluate the 
effectiveness of SAPs in terms of the relationship between the 
benefits provided and total household incomes. 

Table 6: Projected Coverage of Social Assistance Programmes

Country Programme(s)
Beneficiaries1 

(pre-COVID-19)

Projected severe 
poverty due to 

COVID-192

Coverage3

Anguilla Public Assistance Programme 115 na na

Antigua and Barbuda Board of Guardian, People’s Benefit Programme 2,581 23,200 11%

Barbados National Assistance Programme 11,599 56,100 21%

British Virgin Islands
Public Assistance Programme, Financial Assistance 
Programme

1,169 na na

Dominica Public Assistance Programme 2,200 9,000 24%

Grenada
Support for Education, Empowerment and 
Development (SEED) Programme

9,352 20,700 45%

Montserrat Public Assistance Programme, Social Welfare Benefits 395 na na

Saint Kitts and Nevis Unconditional cash transfer/liveable wage 3,828 9,000 43%

Saint Lucia Public Assistance Programme, Child Disability Grant 3,656 33,600 11%

Saint Vincent and the 
Grenadines

Public Assistance Programme 10,000 13,200 76%

Trinidad and Tobago
Food support programme; General Assistance Grant; 
Public Assistance Programme

43,770 143,900 30%

Turks and Caicos Islands
Social Enhancement Aid, Home Help Aid, Rent 
Assistance

251 na na

Average (8 countries)   86,9864 308,700 28%

1. Assuming one beneficiary per household. 

2. Derived from Table 5 and UN World Population Prospects, 2019 revision, op. cit.

3. Beneficiaries divided by projected population in severe poverty due to COVID-19 pandemic.

4. Excluding beneficiaries from ECA countries without poverty information. 

Sources: Beneficiary data: UNICEF, 2019, Situation Analysis of Children In the Eastern Caribbean; Severe poverty estimates and coverage: 
UNICEF study team. 
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School feeding programmes (SFPs)42 are found in 
every Caribbean country. They are the only social 
protection programme which has a wide coverage, and 
many have been established for over 30 years. Table 7 
summarises information on SFPs in the eight countries 
for which data is available. Meals are either cooked 
on site in school kitchens (5 countries) or prepared in 
a central location and distributed to the schools (2 
countries)43. The great majority of SFPs are not targeted 
and are open to all pupils, often with a nominal co-
payment. These co-payments can be waived for needy 

42  This is the generic term; in practice they have different names in 
each country. 
43  Trinidad and Tobago employs both methods. 

students. Since the main target group are primary 
school children, primary school enrolment data has 
been used as the basis for calculating SFP coverage. 
Some programmes do not operate in every primary 
school, in particular those that are privately-run. In 
other cases, pupils may have meals provided by their 
parents or purchase food from vendors. These issues 
partly account for the wide variations in coverage. 
The average cost of the programmes also varies which 
reflect the food provided (breakfasts and/or lunches), 
along with country variations in the cost of living. 

Table 7: School Feeding Programmes

Country
Primary school 

enrolment (5-11 years)
SFP 

Beneficiaries1

Annual cost 
(EC$ millions)1

Indicators2

Coverage (% 
of enrolment)

Cost per beneficiary 
(EC$ per annum)

Antigua and Barbuda 9,800 4,500 4.7 46% 1,040

Barbados 20,100 20,400 25.93 101% 1,270

Dominica 7,385 2,200 1.0 46% 460

Grenada 11,836 10,000 5.5 84% 550

Saint Kitts and Nevis 5,452 5,400 2.4 99% 450

Saint Lucia 16,616 5,100 3.7 31% 730

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines 13,173 7,500 3.0 57% 390

Trinidad and Tobago 127,900 87,000 93.83 68% 1,080

Total 212,262 142,100 140.0 67% 990

1. University of the West Indies and FAO, 2018, A Holistic Diagnosis of the School Feeding Programs in 14 Countries of the Caribbean Community

2. UNICEF Study Team.    

3. Converted from report data in BB$ and TT$ respectively.  

Across the eight countries, the SFPs provide meals for 
around two thirds of primary school pupils. Even in the 
lower coverage countries, the SFPs are by far the most 
extensive social protection programme in operation 
across the ECA. The total annual cost of the SFPs is 
EC$140 million (US$52 million) at an average cost per 
beneficiary of EC$990 per annum (US$ 370). 

In addition to providing quality food to over two thirds 
of primary school age children, thereby guaranteeing 
them a significant quantity of their daily nutritional 
needs, the SFPs also provide local employment and the 
use of local produce to the extent possible. Difficulties 
in maintaining these programmes when schools are 
closed, allied to reduced household incomes, have the 
potential to adversely affect the nutrition quality of 
the primary school age children in the region, and the 
sufficient quantity for children living in severe poor 
households due to pandemic impact.  
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Conclusions
The new coronavirus will continue to severely 
affect life in the Eastern Caribbean Area. Children 
and youth are being directly impacted by school 
closures, and indirectly by restrictions on movement 
and rising unemployment and poverty that result 
from business shutdowns. Their education will be 
disrupted, there will be threats to their nutrition and 
mental health, as well as an increased likelihood of 
becoming victims of violence and abuse as parents 
struggle to adapt to increased time in the home, and 
to cope with decreasing incomes.

Mitigating these impacts will require concerted 
efforts by governments to maintain education 
through home-schooling initiatives, plan for school 
re-openings, strengthen child protection services, 
and expand social protection programmes – all of 
which will be limited by financial constraints.

Along with governments, the responsibility for 
coping with the socio-economic impacts of the 
pandemic on children and young people will also 
devolve to parents, other household members, and 
youth themselves. The systematic communication 
campaigns should continue to make the population 
aware of the risks, mitigation measures and collective 
responsibility. 

Crucial to the communication efforts will be 
the continuous dissemination of guidance and 
counselling that provide practical advice on how to 
cope with, and adapt to, the impact of COVID-19. 
Above all these messages should re-affirm the 
fundamental human values of tolerance, solidarity, 
imagination and fortitude.

UNICEF, in collaboration with development partners, 
is supporting the Governments’ response to cushion 
the socio-economic impact on children and young 
people in these unprecedented times.

Key messages44

•	 Demand for social protection (SAPs, SFPs and 
YEPs) will increase immensely due to rising 
unemployment and poverty. 

•	 Yet their expansion will be costly at a time when 
public finances will be stretched by falling revenues 
and limited options for borrowing.

•	 Governments will need to balance social protection 
expenditures against interventions that support 
businesses and productive capacity.

•	 Social protection priorities for children and young 
people are to:
- Expand the Social Assistance Programmes to 

explicitly include households with children living 
in severe poverty and who would risk destitution 
without social assistance in cash or kind.

- Strengthen youth employment programmes to 
reduce the risk of anti-social behaviour due to 
rising unemployment.

- Consider alternative measures during school 
closures and summer to prevent a deterioration 
in child nutrition for the most vulnerable and 
maintain SFPs for the school reopening. 

44  See also UNICEF ECA, March 2020, Call to Action to Governments 
to utilize comprehensive social protection to respond to COVID-19 
and mitigate its socio-economic impact on families, women and 
children.
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