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Preface 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had adverse effects on every area of our lives and the vulnerable have 
been most affected. Evidence gathered by UNICEF and its partners around the world shows that 
children have been disproportionately affected by the pandemic, and its adverse effects are not just 
those that have been observed immediately but it is likely to have far-reaching consequences on their 
lives. In response, countries have been able to use various social protection response and other 
measures to ease the immediate and long-term effects of COVID-19 on children. To draw important 
lessons from these interventions and enrich the evidence base for on-going decision making, the 
Evaluation Office launched a global and country level reviews of social protection responses that been 
instituted. 

This report is a result of a review of the country’s COVID-19  response that brings together evidence 
from document reviews, data analysis, key informant interviews and stakeholder validation webinars 
that has been outlined under direct and indict impacts of the pandemic, social protection responses, 
analysis of gaps and key findings and conclusions. It is anticipated that the review will support decision-
making at country level in future programming for social protection interventions by providing key 
insights on actionable conclusions for improving social protection responses based on the analysis of 
the depth COVID-19 impact and outlining the effects of various response actions that were 
undertaken.  

We would like to extend our gratitude to our partner the Economic Policy Research Institute (EPRI), 
particularly Michael Samson the Director who provided the guidance to his team and Mauricio Boehl 
Gutierrez who worked together with the evaluation office, regional and country office teams in 
collecting data and putting together the review report. UNICEF colleagues in the Social Policy Section 
at Head Office, particularly David Stewart, and Natalia Winder-Rossi provided valuable support and 
feedback to during the review. The roles played by the respective colleagues from the UNICEF Regional 
and Country Office, especially Social Policy teams, in facilitating the smooth execution of this review, 
despite the constraints placed on them by COVID-19, cannot go without mention. 

In concluding, we would like to acknowledge the good work done by my colleagues in the Evaluation 
Office for their work on seeing the evaluation review report through. Denis Jobin managed the review 
exercise and quality reviewed the review report with technical support from Adrian Shikwe and 
George Laryea-Adjei (Director of the Evaluation Office (2017-20). As always, Celeste Lebowitz and 
Geeta Dey provided strong administrative support and setting up throughout the evaluation. 

We commend the efforts of all colleagues and believe that our colleagues in the country and the region 
at large will find the insights of this review exercise useful and timely. 

Denis Jobin, M.A., M.A.P., Senior Evaluation Specialist  
Evaluation Office 
UNICEF 
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1. Introduction 

Montenegro was the Western Balkans' fastest developing economy prior to the pandemic 

(with real economic growth reaching 4.7% and 5.1% in 2017 and 2018 respectively, and 4.1% 

in 2019).1 In 2019, the economy continued expanding at a robust pace, improving labour 

market outcomes and reducing the unemployment rate, even though it remained high (15.1% 

in 2019).2 The pandemic represents not only an epidemiological shock but also a system of 

cascading and interacting social, economic and other external shocks presenting 

unprecedented challenges to Montenegro, especially due to slowing economic growth, the 

virtual closure of the tourism sector and the overall strain on the public health system.3 While 

the crisis has tested social protection systems, it has also inspired governments around the 

world, including the Government of Montenegro and its development partners, to 

interrogate the central aims of this policy sector. Around the world, social protection systems 

are expanding from their core aims in addressing poverty and vulnerability to encompass 

more shock-responsive frameworks that strengthen resilience. 

UNICEF's Evaluation Office and Programme Division jointly commissioned the Economic 

Policy Research Institute (EPRI), a global research institute based in Cape Town, to conduct a 

rapid review of social protection responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. The country brief 

presents the initial findings of the rapid review of Montenegro's social protection response to 

the crisis. The review is based on desk research, interviews with eight key informants, a 

validation webinar with UNICEF country representatives and interaction with 19 other 

country case studies. In total, the research team interviewed 233 key informants and hosted 

21 webinars in 19 countries. Section four of the rapid review's methodological note4 provides 

a full description of the approach adopted for the study. 

 

 

 
1 Statistical Office of Montenegro. (n.d). Releases for GDP. Retrieved from 
https://www.monstat.org/eng/page.php?id=163&pageid=19 
2 European Commission. (2019). Montenegro 2019 Report. Retrieved from 
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/20190529-montenegro-
report.pdf 
3 UN-SDG. (2020). The UN Socio-Economic Response Plan to COVID-19.  Retrieved from 
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-08/MNE_Socioeconomic-Response-Plan_2020_0.pdf 
4 UNICEF & EPRI. (2020). Rapid Review Methodology Note. Retrieved from 
https://www.dropbox.com/s/k4wchisnytpziif/UNICEFhqCOVIDrrMethodologyNote20210805aMBG.p
df?dl=0 
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2. Direct and indirect impacts of the pandemic 

2.1. Health 

The health risk from COVID-19 depends on several factors, including age, socio-economic 

circumstances, and other individual medical factors, along with public health practices and 

infrastructure. The median age in Montenegro is 39.1 years, with 14.8% of the population 

above the age of 65 (and 9.4% of the population older than 70).5 Non-communicable diseases, 

mainly cardiovascular diseases (heart attacks and stroke), cancers, chronic respiratory 

diseases (chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and asthma) and diabetes, are highly 

prevalent among the population and account for 95% of all deaths.6 In terms of risk factors 

for health, an estimated 10.1% of the population have diabetes, while 47.9% of males 

and 44.0% of females smoke.7  

Montenegro has endured 75,834 confirmed cases of COVID-19 reported by the European 

Centre for Disease Control (ECDC) as of 28 February 2021.8 According to the Global Health 

Security Index, Montenegro ranked among the “more prepared” countries in the world in 

terms of pandemic-readiness.9 Figure 1 below illustrates the multiple waves that Montenegro 

experienced since the start of the pandemic. The government imposed a lockdown from 17 

March 2020. Combined with other public awareness measures, this translated into 

Montenegro becoming the first country in Europe with zero active cases and flattening the 

curve on 24 May 2020. The second wave started on 14 June 2020, with the cases rising faster 

than during the first wave. Hotspots for the spread of the virus included family celebrations, 

religious gatherings, and political meetings during the parliamentary elections held in late 

 
5 Appel, C., Beltekian, D., Gavrilov, D., Giattino, C., Hasell, J., & Macdonald, B., Mathieu, E., Ortiz-
Ospina, E., Ritchie, H.& Roser, M. (2020). Data on COVID-19 (coronavirus) by Our World in Data. 
Retrieved from https://github.com/owid/covid-19-data/blob/master/public/data/README.md. 
6 United Nations Montenegro. (2020). The UN Socio-economic response plan to COVID-19 in 
Montenegro. Retrieved from https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/MNE_Socioeconomic-Response-
Plan_2020.pdf 
7 Appel, C., Beltekian, D., Gavrilov, D., Giattino, C., Hasell, J., & Macdonald, B., Mathieu, E., Ortiz-
Ospina, E., Ritchie, H.& Roser, M. (2020). Data on COVID-19 (coronavirus) by Our World in Data. 
Retrieved from https://github.com/owid/covid-19-data/blob/master/public/data/README.md. 
8 Ibid 
9 As per 2019 GHS Index Montenegro was ranked 68 out of 195 countries analysed, with index score 
43.7 where index value 0-33.3 means “least prepared”, 33.4-66-6 “more prepared” and 66.7-100 
“most prepared”.  
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August.10 11 The November 2020 to April 2021 period included escalating and re-escalating 

waves  that lifted Montenegro’s mortality rate above 250 deaths per 100,000 people—among 

the ten worst-hit countries in the world.12  The first week of June 2021 saw cases fall 

consistently below fifty per day.  

Figure 1. Daily new COVID-19 confirmed cases and daily deaths 

 

Source: European Centre for Disease Control. 

Figure 2 compares Montenegro’s daily new COVID-19 cases per million population with other 

countries in the region. When compared to other countries in the region, the pandemic 

caused significant pressure on the public health system in Montenegro. On 28 February 2021, 

Montenegro reported the highest number of daily COVID-19 death per million in the Balkan 

region with 12.05 deaths (seven-day rolling average).13 Montenegro’s caseload surged and 

reached over 800 daily cases per million in the middle of February.14  

 
10 Hina. (2020). Montenegro reports first victims of second wave of coronavirus. N1. Retrieved from 
https://rs.n1info.com/english/news/a614688-montenegro-reports-first-victims-of-second-wave-of-
coronavirus/ 
11 Reuters Staff. (2020). Montenegro reimposes restrictions after jump in COVID-19 cases. Reuters. 
Retrieved from https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-montenegro-
idUSKBN23X1DT 
12 https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/data/mortality  accessed 8 June 2021 
13 Our World in Data. (2021). Montenegro: Coronavirus Pandemic Country Profile. Retrieved from: 
https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus/country/montenegro?country=MNE~BIH~ALB~BGR~HRV~
MKD~ROU~SRB~SVN 
14 Ibid.  

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

3-
M

ar

17
-M

ar

31
-M

ar

14
-A

pr

28
-A

pr

12
-M

ay

26
-M

ay

9-
Ju

n

23
-J

un

7-
Ju

l

21
-J

ul

4-
Au

g

18
-A

ug

1-
Se

p

15
-S

ep

29
-S

ep

13
-O

ct

27
-O

ct

10
-N

ov

24
-N

ov

8-
D

ec

22
-D

ec

5-
Ja

n

19
-J

an

2-
Fe

b

16
-F

eb

Daily New Cases Daily Deaths



 

Country Brief Montenegro: Rapid Review of Global Social Protection Responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic  
4 | P a g e  

Figure 2. Regional comparison of new daily COVID-19 cases per million population  

 
Source: European Centre for Disease Control. 

With the World Health Organisation (WHO) and other partners' support, the Government of 

Montenegro developed the Country Preparedness and Response Plan at the onset of the 

pandemic, leading to the establishment of the National Coordination Body for Communicable 

Diseases (NCB) and contributing to increased national capacities to respond to the 

pandemic.15 Improvement in daily communications with citizens through regular press 

conferences, profiles on social networks, and a dedicated website “www.coronainfo.me”, 

were part of the government’s efforts to provide accurate information, raise awareness and 

share updates pertaining to the pandemic.  

In small countries like Montenegro with limited capacity in the health sector (lack of human 

resources, weak health structures, and limited availability of medical supplies to cover the 

entire population),16 support from donors and development organisations proved crucial. As 

confirmed by key informants, cooperation from the donor community and international 

development organisations provided vital. (MEG1, MED1)  

 
15 Government of Montenegro. (2020). Montenegro presents Covid – 19 National Preparedness and 
Response Plan to ambassadors: Full support for activities of our country. Retrieved from 
https://www.gov.me/en/News/223406/Montenegro-presents-Covid-19-National-Preparedness-and-
Response-Plan-to-ambassadors-Full-support-for-activities-of-our-country.html 
16 United Nations Montenegro. (2020). The UN Socio-economic response plan to COVID-19 in 
Montenegro. Retrieved from 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/MNE_Socioeconomic-Response-
Plan_2020.pdf 
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The implementation of procurement law and its regulation, necessary for securing necessary 

medical equipment, proved a challenge in Montenegro. An informant highlighted, "The legal 

framework required the application of strict rules of procurement procedures that require 

time. On the other hand, to get the necessary goods on the market, a quick reaction was 

crucial." (MEG1) 

During the first wave, when there were fewer infections and deaths, the public health 

measures were restrictive, and effective. In contrast, during the second wave, public 

gatherings (political and religious) and indoor parties were tolerated, affecting citizens' 

attitude towards the measures prescribed by the NCB. Infected citizens stopped reporting 

contacts, and businesses (especially the hospitality sector) responded to work bans with 

demonstrations and refusals to comply. Pre-election events contributed to the negative 

image of the selective application of measures that citizens were required to follow, which 

key representatives of institutions did not.17  

 

2.2. Economic impact 

With Gross Domestic Product (GDP) at USD 7,933 per capita (current prices 2020),18 the World 

Bank ranks Montenegro as an upper-middle-income country.19 In Montenegro, based on the 

World Economic Outlook (WEO) estimates from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the 

economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has been associated with a projected economic 

growth rate that is 14.5 percentage points lower in 2020 compared to the forecast predicted 

prior to the pandemic.20 The government expenditure as a share of GDP for 2021 is estimated 

to be 46.4%, representing a decrease of 3.6 percentage points compared to 2020.21 Over the 

 
17 Huszka, B. and Lessenska, T. (2020). Viral Vulnerability: How the pandemic is making democracy sick 
in the Western Balkans. European Council on Foreign Relations. Retrieved from 
https://ecfr.eu/publication/viral-vulnerability-how-the-pandemic-is-making-democracy-sick-in-the-
western-balkans/ 
18 International Monetary Fund. (2020). World Economic Outlook Database, October 2020. Retrieved 
from https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/SPROLLS/world-economic-outlook-
databases#sort=%40imfdate%20descending. 
19 World Bank. (2019). GDP Per Capita. Retrieved from: https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/gdp-per-
capita-worldbank?tab=table&region=World 
20 The decline in GDP growth for the year 2020 is calculated as the World Economic Outlook’s forecast 
for 2020 from October 2020 (-12.0%) compared to the counterfactual calculated as the World 
Economic Outlook’s forecast for 2020 from October 2019 (2.5%).  
21 Ibid. 
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next three years, the WEO projects that government expenditure as a share of GDP will 

decrease to 43.9% in 2024 (Figure 3).22 

Figure 3. Actual, estimated, and projected fiscal indicators (2015-2025) as percentage of 
GDP 

 
Source: World Economic Outlook, IMF (2020) 

On 2 October 2020, the Ministry of Finance reported that the budget deficit from January to 

August was USD 375 million (EUR 312 million), equal to 6.8% of the GDP, and noted that the 

pandemic had reduced the collection of revenue.23  The government regularly paid social 

benefits, pensions, and salaries, but Montenegro faces the complex issue of balancing its 

future spending to maintain financial sustainability in the long-term.24 A key informant 

expects additional pressure on the budget due to the growing number of requests for social 

assistance and increased expenditures after the recent amendments to the Law on Pension 

and Disability Insurance, which could ultimately jeopardise fiscal consolidation. (MED4)  

2.3. The health-economic trade-off 

Figure 4 locates Montenegro within a global comparison of the health versus economic 

impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. The vertical axis measures COVID-19 morbidity (deaths 

per million) on an indexed log scale. The horizontal axis measures projected economic growth 

 
22 Ibid. 
23 Kajosevic, S. (2020). Cash-Strapped Montenegro Borrows Biggest Loan in Decades. Balkan Insight. 
Retrieved from https://balkaninsight.com/2020/12/10/cash-strapped-montenegro-borrows-biggest-
loan-in-decades/ 
24 IMF. (2020). Combating the Impact of COVID-19 in Montenegro. Retrieved from 
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2020/07/02/na070220-combating-the-impact-of-covid-19-
in-montenegro 
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impacts relative to the counterfactual pre-COVID-19 projections. Montenegro falls in the 

upper-right quadrant, reflecting severe economic impacts as well as serious health impacts. 

The positive correlation between health and economic impacts does not support the 

hypothesis that there is a medium-term trade-off between health and economic impacts.25 

Countries that fail to address health impacts usually pay a higher price in terms of economic 

growth loss.  

 

 

 

Source: ECDC database accessed 19 September 2020; International Monetary Fund, World Economic 

Outlook Database, October 2019 and April 2020 

 

2.4. Social impact  

COVID-19 not only creates health and economic threats, its direct and indirect consequences 

also fuel a cascading and interacting set of social shocks that increase both economic and 

gender inequality, exacerbate gender-based violence, threaten children's security and 

psycho-social well-being, and erode opportunities for education and human capital 

development, with social norms directing gendered impacts.26  

 
25 The Pearson correlation coefficient (r) is 46%. 
26 United Nations Montenegro. (2020). The UN Socio-economic response plan to COVID-19 in 
Montenegro. Retrieved from 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/MNE_Socioeconomic-Response-
Plan_2020.pdf 

Figure 4. Health-Economic trade-off 
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2.4.1. Employment and adaptive livelihoods  

A majority of key informants stressed that Montenegro's heavy dependency on the tourism 

sector and high informality rates were a severe challenge during the lockdown. According to 

a rapid assessment of the pandemic’s impact on employment, at least 36,000 jobs are at 

immediate risk in Montenegro.27 This could imply a loss of 15 percentage points in the 

employment rate (baseline scenario) even if there are adequate measures during the 

recovery phases.28 The income loss due to the suspension of small business activities and self-

employment has created new vulnerable groups. (MED1) These groups comprise of 

households that were not eligible for social transfers (family cash allowance) pre-COVID. But 

a significant decline in economic activity caused these households to enrol for social 

assistance.(MEG2, MED4)  

"A comparative analysis was performed for the allocation of one-time cash 

benefits compared to last year. The number of requests for the same period has 

tripled, mostly by people from the southern region, as they are not otherwise 

beneficiaries of the family cash allowance." (MEG2) 

During the first wave of infections, the government adopted two economic packages to 

support pandemic-affected vulnerable groups, businesses, and employees. The previously 

established Social Welfare Information System (SWIS) enabled relatively quick payments to 

existing users of the social and child protection system.29 However, a large number of 

individuals engaged in the informal sector, estimated to be 30%,30 remained outside the 

support system. (MEG2) 

 
27 International Labour Organisation & European Bank for Reconstruction and Development. (2020). 
COVID-19 and the World of Work Rapid Assessment of the Employment Impacts and Policy Responses- 
Montenegro. Retrieved from https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---europe/---ro-geneva/---
sro-budapest/documents/publication/wcms_749201.pdf  
28 Ibid. 
29 United Nations Development Programme. (2017). Integrated Information Social Welfare System 
(ISWIS) Phase II. Retrieved from 
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwios4Lfub7uA
hVJzDgGHUlQBE4QFjABegQIAhAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.undp.org%2Fcontent%2Fdam%2Fmo
ntenegro%2Fdocs%2Fprojectdocs%2Fsi%2FSWIS%2FProDoc%2520PHASE%2520II%2520Social%2520
Card%2520-%2520IISSS.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3aridIYqBYANwBQrx3is4A 
30 International Labour Organisation. (2016). ILO project to promote moving from the informal to the 
formal economy in Montenegro. Retrieved from https://www.ilo.org/budapest/what-we-
do/projects/WCMS_522933/lang--en/index.htm 
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Research conducted by MONSTAT highlighted that due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

employment decreased by 8.65% in the second quarter of 2020.31 The population employed 

in the age group 15 to 24 years was significantly affected by the economic impact of COVID-

19, and the number of employees decreased by 34.3% in the second quarter.32 

2.4.2. Gender 

The pandemic threatens to reverse the past decade's achievements in gender equality and 

adversely affect women's independence and empowerment. The lockdown caused the 

closure of essential public and private facilities leading to women shouldering 

disproportionate care burden and domestic responsibilities.33 Research has highlighted that 

women's economic activity is more endangered by the pandemic than men due to the length 

of absence from work and the economic impact of the pandemic on service-oriented sectors 

tourism and education. 34 Besides, women account for 81% of the healthcare sector work in 

Montenegro and are at the frontlines of the crisis, making them more susceptible to the 

virus.35 

In Montenegro, the national SOS line for March – April 2020 registered 20% more cases of 

gender-based violence compared to the same period last year.36 Service providers reported 

an increase in the number of calls from women due to domestic violence, increased demand 

for accommodation in shelters, and increased incidences of child abuse.37 There are two main 

reasons for the reported increase in domestic violence. First, the lockdowns reduce the safe 

time (e.g., work outside the home) available to victims of abuse, placing them in close contact 

 
31 Montenegro Statistical Office. (2020). Labour Force Survey: 2nd Quarter 2020. Retrieved from 
http://www.monstat.org/uploads/files/ARS/2020/2/ARS%20saopstenje_2020_Q2_en.pdf 
32 Investitor. (2020). Radojević: Korona povećala nezaposlenost i neaktivnost stanovništva. Retrieved 
from https://investitor.me/2020/11/17/radojevic-korona-povecala-nezaposlenost-i-neaktivnost-
stanovnistva/ 
33 Vulkovic, M. (2020). Women’s Contribution to the Economy of Montenegro: Utilisation of Care 
Economy in the Time of the COVID-19 Pandemic. Retrieved from 
https://www.gendermontenegro.com/documents/475/report-eng-a4-final.pdf 
34 Ibid. 
35 International Monetary Fund & European Bank for Reconstruction and Development. (2020). 
COVID-19 and the World of Work. Rapid Assessment of the Employment Impacts and Policy Responses 
– Montenegro. Retrieved from https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---europe/---ro-geneva/-
--sro-budapest/documents/publication/wcms_749201.pdf 
36 Council of Europe. (2020). Promoting and protecting women’s rights at the national level. Retrieved 
from https://www.coe.int/en/web/genderequality/promoting-and-protecting-women-s-
rights#%7B%2263001324%22:%5B27%5D%7D 
37 United Nations Montenegro. (2020). The UN Socio-economic response plan to COVID-19 in 
Montenegro. Retrieved from 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/MNE_Socioeconomic-Response-
Plan_2020.pdf 
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with their abusers. Second, even in families without a history of abuse, economic distress due 

to financial strain induced by the lockdown triggers violence.38 The nature of domestic 

violence changed with psychological abuse becoming more prominent, including arguments 

between spouses/partners, and between parents, children, especially among adolescents.39 

At the same time, relatives and friends appear to be pressuring women not to report 

violence.40 For divorced couples, the right to visit children has become a concern due to the 

ban on visiting other households.41 NGOs and members of the LGBTQIA+ community also 

reported violence and abuse cases, especially those who lost income and had to return to 

their original homes that were homophobic or transphobic.42  

2.4.3. Child protection  

During the COVID-19 pandemic, many families suffered a significant or complete loss of 

income, contributing to the multi-dimensional impacts on children. (MED1) The pandemic in 

Montenegro increased risk of poverty, limited access to education, heightened risk of poor 

nutrition and health, and increased security risk.43 Lack of appropriate equipment and 

internet access affected the availability of education and learning outcomes in the period 

when schools were closed.44 The decline in purchasing power affected the intake of quality 

food as well.45  

2.4.4. Education  

In Montenegro, over 118,000 children and young people are directly affected by school 

closures.46 Education-based online learning without proper mentoring support reduces the 

learning outcomes. Despite positives in the distance-learning approach, approximately two-

thirds of people whose children took part in distance learning still think that their children 

acquired less knowledge than they did through traditional schooling. Research conducted 

among adolescents has shown that the majority (55%) prefer traditional schooling compared 

 
38Sharma, A., & Borah, S. B. (2020). Covid-19 and Domestic Violence: an Indirect Path to Social and Economic 
Crisis. Journal of Family Violence. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10896-020-00188-8 
39 United Nations Montenegro. (2020). The UN Socio-economic response plan to COVID-19 in Montenegro. 
Retrieved from https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/MNE_Socioeconomic-Response-Plan_2020.pdf 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
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to distance learning, placing the most significant emphasis on traditional schooling's social 

advantages (according to 85.7% of respondents, Table 1). 47 

As confirmed by key informants, the main vulnerable groups with respect to access to 

education are Roma and Egyptians families and children with special educational needs. In 

addition, webinar attendees stressed that Roma and Egyptian children continue to be at risk 

as they do not have organised transportation after schools reopen. 

"From the educational point of view, the most endangered are children with 

special educational needs – while 75% of those children go to regular schools, 

they are at the same time at greater risk when an epidemiological situation is 

taken into consideration; for Roma children, a solution needs to be found to keep 

them in schools. The third category is children from typically socio-economically 

disadvantaged families, where the concept of schooling is not taken seriously. 

Now that children do not have a specific form of control, the question arises 

about the pressure they might face to take up work. Care should be taken to 

keep these children in the education system." (MEG6) 

 

Table 1. Adolescents’ attitudes about missing traditional schooling 

Activity I do not miss it at 
all 

I miss it a bit I miss it a lot 

Live lessons in the classroom 13.47% (68) 34.65% (175) 51.88% (262) 

Direct contact with the 
teachers 

20.2% (102) 37.03% (187) 42.77% (216) 

Socialising in the school 5.15% (26) 9.11% (46) 85.74%% (433) 

Grading in class 32.28% (163)  34.85% (176)  32.28% (166)  

Source: United Nations Montenegro, Report on the Rapid Social Impact Assessment of the COVID-19 

outbreak in Montenegro, April-June 2020 48 

 
47 United Nations Montenegro. (2020). Report on the Rapid Social Impact Assessment of the COVID-19 
outbreak in Montenegro, April-June 2020. Retrieved from https://montenegro.un.org/en/51275-
report-rapid-social-impact-assessment-covid-19-outbreak-montenegro-april-2020-summary 
48 Ibid. 
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2.4.5. Food security  

The reduction or complete absence of income for vulnerable groups causes difficulty in 

meeting basic living needs. The UN Rapid Social Impact Assessment (RSIA) confirmed that 

Roma and Egyptian families, due to complete loss or significant income reduction, claim food 

among the key urgent needs, followed by hygiene products, medicines, clothing and 

accommodation.49 The same stands for refugees, asylum seekers, and persons at risk of 

statelessness, who reported losing their jobs and consequently not having any source of 

income.50 UNICEF and the Red Cross offered support by providing basic living needs, which 

included food, clothes and hygiene products, for the vulnerable population.51 A key 

informant’s statement about the increased number of volunteers engaged in relief work 

highlights the increase in the need for support during the pandemic.  

"In a normal situation, we would have 20 volunteers per day doing some kind of 

activity in the Red Cross, e.g., either in distribution of materials or conducting 

training or supporting the people in need. But practically for all those months, 

we had 450 engaged volunteers on average daily supporting the people in 

need." (MED4) 

 

3. Social protection responses 

Montenegro's social and child protection system has undergone significant reforms since 

2013. These changes have contributed to developing a more robust and comprehensive 

approach to reach the poorest and most vulnerable. One of the most important reform 

activities was the establishment of Social Welfare Information System (SWIS) with UNDP's 

technical assistance, which has largely contributed to reducing inclusion error. As mentioned 

by a key informant, Montenegro's short-term policy responses were adequate to the extent 

possible, initially targeting the identified vulnerable groups (recipients of social protection 

benefits, pensioners with minimum income, people with disabilities etc.). (MEG7)  

The government’s initial response to the pandemic was to procure necessary equipment, 

which included respirators, protective suits, masks, and gloves, and provide them at market 

prices in competitive conditions. (MEG1) Quick introduction of distance-learning programme 

 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 
51 UNICEF. (2020). UNICEF and the Red Cross join forces to support the most vulnerable children and 
families. Retrieved from https://www.unicef.org/montenegro/en/stories/unicef-and-red-cross-join-
forces-support-most-vulnerable-children-and-families 
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#UčiDoma (Study at Home) enabled the continuation of children’s education.52 UNICEF 

supported the Ministry of Education in training teachers to apply technological solutions in 

the new situation, leading to increased digital literacy among teachers and students.53 To 

overcome digital inaccessibility, especially among the poorest and most marginalised 

children, including Roma children, primary and secondary schools, with Red Cross's support, 

distributed printed learning materials for those without access to TV and the internet.54 

Almost 97% of school children took part in distance learning.55 To support distance learning, 

the government permitted paid leave to one parent of a child under the age of 11 to support 

the child’s education. (MEG6) 

The UNDP developed the Be Safe app to provide a long-term digital solution to support 

protection measures.  With an increasing rate of gender-based violence during the pandemic, 

the app aims to encourage survivors to report violence.56 

 

Table 2. Social protection measures in Montenegro 

 
52 UNICEF. (2020). Distance learning is developing children’s digital literacy during the COVID-19 crisis 
Retrieved from: https://www.unicef.org/montenegro/en/stories/distance-learning-developing-
childrens-digital-literacy-during-covid-19-crisis 
53 Ibid. 
54 UNICEF. (2020). COVID-19 Situation Report. Retrieved from: 
https://www.unicef.org/eca/media/12581/file 
55 United Nations Montenegro. (2020). Report on the Rapid Social Impact Assessment of the COVID-19 
outbreak in Montenegro. Retrieved from https://montenegro.un.org/en/51275-report-rapid-social-
impact-assessment-covid-19-outbreak-montenegro-april-2020-summary  
56 UNDP Montenegro. (2020). Mobile app Be Safe: One click for SOS. Retrieved from 
https://www.me.undp.org/content/montenegro/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2020/Be%20S
afe.html 
 

Type of 
measure 

Description 

Main pre-
existing social 
protection 
programmes 

 Family material support benefits 

 Child allowance 

 Old-age benefit for older people involved in agriculture 

 Electricity subsidies. 

 Disability social pensions/ allowance 
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Source: EPRI (2020), UNDP (2020), World Bank (2020).  

 

4. Analysis of gaps and key findings 

The COVID-19 pandemic highlights the complex manner in which social protection can 

support triple dividends. By enabling social protection systems to build developmental 

synergies, these instruments not only allow individuals and households to acquire the goods 

and services that they most need during this crisis, but they achieve two other vital goals. 

First, by supporting households to sustain social distancing measures, they reinforce the 

effectiveness and sustainability of the public health response. Second, they broadly support 

long-term development. Social protection delivery enables people to invest in rebuilding their 

livelihoods, recuperating human capital and boosting their resilience to future shocks.  

Type of 
measure 

Description 

Adaptations to 
pre-existing 
social 
protection 
programmes  

 Continuous payment of social protection benefits to beneficiaries based 
on the care and support allowance, disability allowance, and the right to 
a family material benefit based on incapacity to work 

 One-time cash transfer of USD 61 (EUR 50) to 11,900 beneficiaries 
receiving the lowest pension and 8,500 beneficiaries of family allowance.  

New social 
protection 
programmes 

 Financial support of USD 61 (EUR 50) to 8,583 families who receive 
financial support. 

 Financial support of USD 78 (EUR 64.41) to 11,957 pensioners who 
receive a minimum pension. 

 One-off benefit amounting to USD 61 (EUR 50) to all registered 
unemployed persons who do not receive financial compensation or 
material security. 

 Additional old-age pension of USD 78 (EUR 64.41) to 3,419 beneficiaries. 
 Access to paid leave: one parent of a child not older than 11 years of age 

is entitled to a paid leave from work. 

 The public electricity company (EPCG) provided additional subsidies to 
customers who are already recognised as the poorest. Government and 
civil society organisations, including the Red Cross, provided support 
through food and material aid, providing protective equipment for 
certain citizen categories. 

 Provision of additional support by most of the local self-governments 
targeting the most vulnerable (e.g., subsidies for utilities – water supply 
and waste disposal) and the business sector (delays in paying local 
communal taxes, real estate tax etc.) 
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In Montenegro, due to the previously reformed social protection system, and especially the 

Social Welfare Information System (SWIS), the assistance reached the most vulnerable in a 

short period. However, the social protection system was not flexible enough to effectively 

include the new poor, who lost their income due to the lockdown and drop in tourism 

activities. (MED1, MED4) The government provided a one-time payment to registered 

unemployment individuals who were ineligible for other social assistance benefits, but with 

the prolonged effects of the pandemic, there is a need for an extended support to the ‘new 

poor’.57 

The prolonged duration of the health crisis and the high dependence on tourism has left a 

significant number of citizens without the expected income, putting additional pressure on 

the social protection system with an increase in the number of beneficiaries. More in-depth 

and timely data analysis to determine eligibility criteria, is vital to prevent the impact of similar 

shocks and improve the social protection system's responsiveness. This will allow these 

programmes to be flexible to accommodate increasing vulnerable groups, particularly 

candidates who would not be eligible for social assistance under normal circumstances.  

World Bank projections indicates that COVID-19 could raise the poverty rate in Montenegro 

by an estimated 1.5‒3 percentage points, depending on the crisis's duration, suggesting that 

most of the "new poor" may be outside the ambit of social protection systems.58 Between 

9,000 to 20,000 citizens could fall into poverty due to economic shock. There is a lack of 

support for unregistered poor, mainly those engaged in the informal economy, households 

with more children, and those working in sectors where activities could no longer be carried 

out (tourism, trade and hospitality; small entrepreneurs). 59 

Despite the efforts of Government of Montenegro to enable better coordination between the 

labour market and social benefit schemes, it has faced challenges in implementing effective 

activation strategies.60 The incentives of the systems do not align - while the goal of the 

programme is to reduce the assistance beneficiaries and expand the contributory insurance 

 
57 ILO. (2020). COVID-19 and the World of Work Rapid Assessment of the Employment Impacts and 
Policy Responses: Montenegro. Retrieved from https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---
europe/---ro-geneva/---sro-budapest/documents/publication/wcms_749201.pdf 
58 World Bank Group.(2020). The Economic and Social Impact of COVID-19 - poverty and household 
welfare. Retrieved from 
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/236311590680555002/pdf/The-Economic-and-
Social-Impact-of-COVID-19-Poverty-and-Household-Welfare.pdf 
59 Ibid. 
60 ILO. (2020). Activation strategies targeting young welfare beneficiaries: An ILO ‘how to’ guide based 
on the ongoing experience in Montenegro (part 1). Retrieved from 
https://www.ilo.org/budapest/whats-new/WCMS_735939/lang--en/index.htm 
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pillar, individuals receiving assistance have the benefit discontinued while transitioning to the 

contributory system. Social assistance payments and benefits are stopped during job 

searches, or when employed in short-term or temporary employment.61 

 

5. Conclusions 

Experts anticipate a quick economic recovery but cannot answer whether the upturn will 

adequately address the pandemic's socio-economic gaps. Without specific interventions, the 

problems associated with high informality will persist, and past achievements (e.g., towards 

gender equality) will face threats of reversals. To protect the achievements in gender equality, 

government and international partners must develop and apply consistent strategies that 

ease the care burden and prevent domestic violence. The development of entrepreneurship 

and the reduction of the grey economy will contribute to women and youth's economic 

empowerment, which will lead to a recovery that promotes equality.  

The creation of a more robust social protection system will require a progressive and 

systematic approach. Pre-existing systems only support effective shock-responsive 

interventions when governments trust the established mechanisms and to act in the face of 

enormous uncertainty. Countries, including Montenegro, with existing systems and proactive 

governments were able to move rapidly and effectively to deliver at least part of the social 

protection support that vulnerable people required. Adaptation, however, proved challenging 

given the constraints of the necessary public health response. Adaptation of the pre-existing 

social protection was essential in targeting the “new poor” and the already vulnerable 

sections existing pre-COVID-19. In Montenegro, new social protection interventions targeting 

the newly vulnerable proved significantly more challenging due to the means-tested eligibility 

criteria.  

The Government of Montenegro should look to strengthen service delivery capacity, 

especially sustainable implementation of activation programmes in the labour market. Work 

activation programmes such as providing information, counselling, and motivation services, 

active employment policy programmes and employment mediation help develop individual 

capacity and increase their access to the labour market. It is important to ensure that the 

opportunities available to the working age population are financially adequate and respond 

to the needs of the unemployed population. Government can introduce public works 

programmes to address the rising informal sector unemployment rate, especially in urban 

 
61 EPRI. (2020). What is the legal and policy framework for social assistance and social and child 
protection service? Unpublished 
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areas. These programmes, targeting individuals ineligible for social assistance, aim to improve 

income and/or food security and to reduce poverty by providing vulnerable households with 

transfer income in return for work constructing assets and providing services. Adapting the 

design of public works programme to support the health response, particularly complying 

with COVID-19 guidelines and supporting a broad range of public health measures, can help 

in generating income for the vulnerable households as well as support the frontline workers.  

 

 
 


