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The global COVID-19 crisis is rapidly affecting communities in West and Central Africa (WCA), 

with potentially severe and long-lasting socio-economic impacts. Growth projections in 2020 for 

the region (both World Bank and IMF forecasts) have been revised significantly downward. This 

will affect informal economy workers, who are among the most vulnerable but comprise a large 

share of the labour force in Africa. This comes on top of existing vulnerabilities, poverty, climate 

change and security concerns in the region. Together, these challenges come with a high risk 

of reversing gains made in poverty reduction and child well-being in recent decades. UNICEF 

estimates that, in Sub-Saharan Africa, between 16 and 21 million children are now at risk of 

falling below the poverty line as a result of this crisis.1 Social protection is a proven instrument 

to reduce household poverty and multidimensional child poverty.

Context 

In the past decade, an increasing number 
of African countries have introduced social 
protection programmes to eradicate 
poverty, food insecurity, exclusion and 
other vulnerabilities faced by children. 
This expansion has related mostly to cash 
transfer programmes or safety nets, with 
a focus on reaching the poorest and most 
vulnerable households and individuals. 
However, the coverage of such programmes 
prior to the COVID-19 outbreak remained 
very low, with only 17.8 per cent of the 
population in Africa covered by at least one 
social protection benefit and even lower 
coverage for children at 15.9 per cent2.  

The latest forecasts on real GDP growth for 
2020 in West and Central Africa have been 
further adjusted downward, with average 
regional growth rates of -1 per cent and -2 

per cent expected by the IMF and World Bank, 
respectively.3 Economies in the region are 
being heavily affected by lower commodity 
prices (especially oil), declining tourism, large 
financial capital outflows, lower remittances 
and lower tax revenues, in addition to the 
COVID-19’s socio-economic impacts. 

These impacts have generated strong 
consensus on the indispensable role of social 
protection in the response in the short and 
long run. This consensus is being driven by 
lessons learnt from the previous financial 
crisis, facilitated by a body of evidence 
on the contribution of social protection to 
income, food and nutrition security, and 
improved well-being for children and 
women.4 The scale of the socio-economic 
impacts generated by the pandemic is 
unprecedented and calls for a commensurate 
response at a scale that requires innovate 
solutions and exceptional mobilization.

During the time 
of CoViD-19 
and beyond, an 
equitable chance  
in life for every child
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the opportunity 

To respond to the COVID-19 crisis, 
governments around the world are taking 
urgent action. Globally, 195 countries have 
introduced new or expanded existing 
social protection measures. Cash transfer 
programmes have been expanded in 130 
countries. The number of countries in 
WCA expanding their social protection 
programmes is also increasing rapidly. 
This provides a unique opportunity to 
strengthen the social protection system in 
these countries, ensuring sustainable and 
long-lasting coverage to bring countries 
back on track to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals’ target on poverty 
reduction. UNICEF is supporting governments 
in the region to seize this opportunity. 

This crisis also offers a great opportunity for 
countries to strengthen the shock-responsive 
capacity of their social protection systems. This 
entails building strong linkages with community 
social service delivery platforms (for health, 
education, nutrition or child protection). It also 
means developing capacity to enable a timely 
and effective expansion of the social protection 
response in case of a shock, whether linked to 
COVID-19 or other future crises. 

Although responding to shocks implies capacity 
to expand in times of crisis, it also means that 
the social protection system could prevent 
disruptions in regular programming, service 
provision or cash transfers during such periods. 
Examples include continuation of school 
feeding and public work programmes, which 
have been disrupted by COVID-19 restrictions. 

the challenge  

While the opportunity exists to use the 
momentum for social protection expansion 
to further build sustainable systems, several 
challenges need to be addressed. These are 
linked to current weaknesses in social protection 
systems – regarding targeting, coordination, 
governance, legal and policy frameworks, 
financing mechanisms, and administrative and 
delivery capacities. 

Another challenge is how to strengthen 
gender- and child-sensitive dimensions in 
the design and delivery of cash transfers. 

Programmes should also be able to provide 
linkages with and referral to essential social 
services for children and women 
(e.g. health, education, nutrition and child 
protection) beyond cash transfers. 

Urgent fiscal support is needed to assist 
governments with the expansion of safety 
nets and the strengthening of their social 
protection systems. A critical challenge is on 
the one hand, to achieve the right balance 
between an urgent response to reach large 
numbers without delay, and building sustained 
capacity to deliver social protection in the 
years to come, on the other.
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Social protection programme: 
two modalities of expansion 

In countries with an existing integrated social 
protection system and an updated registry of 
vulnerable households (such as Burkina Faso, Ghana, 
Mali, Niger and Senegal), UNICEF is supporting 
expansion of existing government-led social protection 
programmes. This facilitates the inclusion of new 
vulnerable groups such as informal sector workers in 
urban areas, female-headed households and families 
with school-age children – horizontal expansion – and 
an increase in cash transfer amounts or expansion 
of the benefit package to address additional socio-
economic impacts generated by COVID-19 – vertical 
expansion.

Finally, the provision of cash payments should be 
delivered in a safe manner under lockdown or 
restricted physical movement, when electronic 
means of payment are not available. The social 
protection system needs to be equipped with 
alternative strategies or modalities to continue 
to deliver benefits to vulnerable groups despite 
COVID-19-related restrictions.

the sustainable approach 

In the context of COVID-19, UNICEF 
supports governments in sustainably 
strengthening and expanding their social 
protection systems. UNICEF’s global social 
protection framework has a strong system-
strengthening approach, which places an 
emphasis on policy, legislation and financing 
at the upstream level. Programmatically, 
UNICEF’s support focuses on the integrated 
design and delivery of child-sensitive 
programmes,in coordination with the social 
service workforce and social protection 
actors, in fragile or humanitarian contexts.

A critical aspect of UNICEF’s system 
approach lies in fostering strong linkages 
between social protection delivery platforms, 
notably those for cash transfers, and essential 
social services in health, nutrition, education 
and child protection. An example is the 
integration of infant and young child feeding 
messages for mothers and caregivers of 
young children who are the recipients of cash 
transfers. 

Another feature of the UNICEF approach is to 
strengthen the child-sensitive nature of the 
social protection systems and programmes.

Using a life-cycle approach in targeting 
to address various childhood vulnerabilities 
is central to this.

The UNICEF approach also places emphasis 
on strengthening the shock-responsive 
capacity of social protection systems. In 
line with this, UNICEF considers a strong 
social protection response to the COVID-19 
crisis as a unique opportunity to strengthen 
government-led systems. This includes 
aligning humanitarian cash transfers, which 
may be delivered as stand-alone components, 
with the existing national systems as much 
as possible through the government’s 
coordination and administrative mechanisms. 
This way, a foundation is laid for sustainable, 
at-scale delivery in the medium to long run.5
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In the immediate social protection response to 
COVID-19, UNICEF is collaborating with partners 
such as wfp, the world Bank and uNDp to 
analyse the socio-economic impacts of the 
pandemic to design and implement context-
specific, tailored social protection responses. 

Finally, UNICEF is supporting governments with 
establishment and implementation of innovative 
and safe payment practices (hygiene standards, 
staggered payments, front-loading of benefits) 
to deliver cash transfer programmes under 
COVID-19. These measures are combined with 
provision of COVID-19 prevention messages and 
promotion of safe sanitation practices. 

In countries with weak or nascent systems (e.g. 
Central African Republic and Guinea-Bissau), 
UNICEF is establishing a strong coordination 
mechanism between national social protection 
structures and humanitarian response or actors 
to expand coverage to the most vulnerable 
populations, especially in urban areas.  

Benin: Strengthened social 
protection systems for COVID-19 
early recovery and preparedness 

UNICEF is supporting an ongoing multi-agency socio-
economic study to assist the country’s CoViD-19 early 
Recovery task force in defining recommendations,for 
ensuring access to social protection and basic social 
services (results expected by the end of July 2020). 

Furthermore, UNICEF and partners have launched an 
ad-hoc Committee on Cash transfers under the existing 
Gender and Social Protection Working Group to facilitate 
the coordination of cash-based interventions in response 
to COVID-19’s socio-economic impacts, with technical 
support from the Norwegian Refugee Council’s CashCap.* 

The plan is to increase the cash transfer value for 
beneficiaries of the new Social Protection programme 
(vertical expansion) and to enroll additional beneficiaries 
in the six municipalities most affected by the COVID-19 
impacts (horizontal expansion).

UNICEF is working with the Ministry of Social Affairs to 
help them design cash-based interventions for vulnerable 
families and children and define implementation modalities 
and financing mechanisms, through providing technical 
assistance, resources and tools (e.g. UNICEF’s shock-
responsive social protection readiness assessment tool).5 

Given the increased vulnerabilities in the coastal 
countries, strengthening the social protection systems/
safety nets in Benin is a building block to better 
prepare the country for the possible “spill-over” 
effects of the ongoing Central Sahel security crisis.

* https://www.nrc.no/expert-deployment/what-we-do/cashcap/

why partner with uNiCef? 

• UNICEF has a strong track record on 
supporting a child-sensitive social 
protection system approach in the 
WCA region. In most countries, UNICEF 
supports the establishment of national 
social protection policy, strategies or legal 
frameworks. 

• In all these countries, UNICEF supports 
the governments with strengthening 
of sustainable financing mechanisms, 
coordination, cash delivery systems and a 
child-sensitive design of cash transfer and 
other social protection programmes. 

• UNICEF facilitates national social protection 
coordination platforms and actively supports 
regional knowledge exchange mechanisms 
such as the Community of Practice on 
Cash Transfers (together with the World 
Bank), which covers 35 countries in Sub-
Saharan Africa. UNICEF is also facilitating 
the west and Central africa Regional social 
protection platform,6 which was created prior 
to the pandemic, and is now used for regular 
updating of resources and knowledge-sharing 
to strengthen social protection responses in 
the COVID-19 response context. 
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Ghana: Adjusting the national social 
protection programmes to mitigate  
COVID-19 impacts

In response to COVID-19 socio-economic impacts, UNICEF 
has supported the Ministry of Gender, Children and Social 
Protection in Ghana to adjust existing national social protection 
programmes to reach the most vulnerable families. Through 
the initial social protection response, 322,000 households 
participating in the Livelihood Empowerment Against Poverty 
(LEAP) programme (1.5 million beneficiaries including more 
than 800,000 children) received “extraordinary” payments, in 
combination with the regular, scheduled, payment. Working 
closely with the LEAP team, the World Bank, USAID and 
DFID, UNICEF supported the programme to make substantial 
strategic modifications to deliver the payments safely, 
ensuring that frontline workers and participants wore masks, 
social distancing was respected at pay points (e.g. banks) and 
hand-washing facilities were available. 

LEAP and its partners at district level also used this 
opportunity to disseminate COVID-19 public health and anti-
stigma messages to this hard-to-reach population. UNICEF 
is further supporting LEAP with innovative post-payment 
monitoring via SMS-based U-Report and independent 
civil society monitoring. In addition, UNICEF is working 
closely with the Ministry to develop a medium-term social 
protection CoViD-19 preparedness and assistance strategy 
to expand the LEAP programme to additional people. The 
overall approach ensures that the design and operational 
modifications will strengthen the shock responsiveness of 
the social protection system – a priority area identified by the 
government prior to the COVID-19 crisis.

monitor the socio-economic impact of 
CoViD-19 on children, including how it 
intersects with other vulnerabilities;

Immediately expand their social 
protection programmes as part of the 
COVID-19 response and ensure regular 
programmes and service delivery 
are not disrupted, and benefits are 
delivered in a COVID-proof manner;

Further strengthen the child-sensitive 
and shock-responsive capacities 
of their social protection systems, 
including linkages to multi-sectoral 
essential services; 

Develop medium- to long-term 
plans and financing strategies 
for the sustainable expansion of 
social protection coverage for the 
achievement of SDG targets on poverty 
reduction;

Create fiscal space and increased 
access to adequate financing for 
the structural expansion of social 
protection.

1

2

3

4

5

In the current period, UNICEF seeks to support 
the governments in the region to:
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financial requirement 2020–2021 

The financial requirement for UNICEF’s support 
to social protection programmes for 23 countries7 
in the region is us$140 million for 2020–2021. 
This includes: 

1) a planned budget for social protection/policy 
in Country Programme Documents (CPDs) for 
2020–2021; and 

eNDNotes
1 https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-poverty/covid-19/    2 ILO (2018) World Employment Social Outlook    3 For West Africa, the average growth 
rate is 1% (IMF) and 0% (WB) and for Central Africa, the average is -2% (IMF) and -4% (WB). Source: IMF Regional Outlook for Sub-Saharan Africa, 
Middle East and North Africa, June 2020 & World Bank, Global Economic Prospects, June 2020    4 For more information see the Transfer Project 
publications: https://transfer.cpc.unc.edu/    5 UNICEF Programme Guidance: Strengthening Shock Responsive Social Protection Systems, December 
2019: https://www.unicef.org/media/63846/file    6 Created and joined by UNICEF, ILO, World Bank, FAO, WFP, Cash Learning Partnership, Oxfam, 
Save the Children and Action Contre La Faim: https://socialprotection.org/connect/communities/plateforme-régionale-de-la-protection-sociale-
en-afrique-de-louest-et-du-centre    7 Cabo Verde has a UN Joint Office, with UNDP leading the inter-agency social protection supports to the 
Government    8 The need for impact studies and data collection on COVID-19’s socio-economic impacts is included in UNICEF’s COVID-19 Global 
Humanitarian Actions for Children (HAC) appeal 2020 (https://www.unicef.org/appeals/covid-2019.html). However, the estimate presented here 
includes other needs, notably UNICEF’s support to scale up governments’ social protection programmes as a response to COVID-19.

CoNtaCts
Paul Quarles Van Ufford pqvanufford@unicef.org and Benjamin Kakule Sivasima bsivasima@unicef.org (WCARO, Social Policy); 
Sandra Bisin sbisin@unicef.org (WCARO Partnerships)

UNICEF social protection: funding requirements 2020-2021 
(Country Programmes and COVID-19 response) for 23 country offices7

Social protection financial needs 2020–2021 in US$ million (M) based on Country 
Programme budget for 2020-2021 and COVID-19 response including: UNICEF’s 
supports to the government-led social protection/cash tranfer programmes for 
12 months, and the evidence generation on COVID-19 socio-economics in 2020. 

Source: Country Programme Document for each country; UNICEF COVID-19 
Humanitarian Actions for Children 2020; and UNICEF WCARO Social Policy section
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 8.16M

 16.4M

 13.5M

 2.38M
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 10.0M

 0.040M

 0.050M

 0.386M

 0.285M

 2.18M

 12.8M

 15.8M

 3.48M

 0.250M
 5.23M

 4.62M

 6.60M

 2.28M
 1.26M

 12.5M
 9.5M

 4.37M

2) strengthened social protection and safety  
nets to mitigate COVID-19 socio-economic 
impacts. 

The latter includes UNICEF’s support to 
strengthening or scaling up governments’ social 
protection programmes (estimates for 12 months) 
and conducting studies and data collection on 
COVID-19 impacts (immediate needs).8
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