
 

 

Social Protection Division (ESP) 

FAO’s work in social protection 

 

The issue 

Social protection can be broadly defined as public actions 

carried out by the State or privately to assist poor and low-

income households in coping with and managing the risks 

and vulnerabilities they face. Well-designed social protec-

tion helps reduce social and economic risk and vulnerability 

and alleviates extreme poverty and deprivation. By provid-

ing predictable and regular support, social protection in-

struments enable households to manage risks and engage 

in more profitable livelihoods. In all the countries that have 

significantly reduced poverty and made good progress in 

consolidating food security in recent times, social protection 

has played a decisive role in these achievements.  

The challenges  

Today, only 20 percent of the world’s population enjoys full 

social protection, 30 percent is partially covered, and 50 per-

cent has no social safety net. Many of these excluded people 

are small-scale, subsistence farmers, landless agricultural 

workers, pastoralists, fishers or forest-dependent people 

residing in rural and remote disadvantaged areas and gener-

ally working in the informal sector. These people are often 

highly exposed to risks and poorly equipped to face both 

human-induced and natural shocks. The main challenge for 

governments is therefore to extend social protection cover-

age to the most deprived and vulnerable people in rural are-

as. 

However, social protection (access to assistance) alone 

may not provide sustainable ways out of poverty and food 

insecurity, as it does not address the structural causes of 

these issues, which in rural areas requires the establish-

ment of close links between agricultural and rural develop-

ment policies. The challenge for governments is therefore 

to design social protection interventions that are well 

aligned with broader rural development policies, in which 

development activities and social protection complement 

each other.  

What is FAO doing to address these 

challenges? 

In the coming years, FAO will substantially step up its sup-

port to governments, regional initiatives and partners in: i) 

incorporating social protection into national strategies and 

actions to fight hunger; ii) maximizing the synergies be-

tween social protection and agricultural policies, and articu-

lating a coordinated strategy for rural development and 

poverty reduction; iii) incorporating social protection into 

strategies and actions for increasing resilience to shocks; 

and iv) extending social protection systems in rural areas. 

FAO is investing in enhancing its capacities and knowledge 

base in social protection. To this end, a Social Protection 

Team has been established in the newly named Social Pro-

tection Division (ESP) and a cross-departmental working 

group has been created to improve the coordination of so-

cial protection work across all FAO divisions. 

FAO’s work in social protection is based on partnerships. 

FAO therefore aims to invest in strengthening its existing 

partnerships with, for example, the International Labour Or-

ganization (ILO), the United Nations Children’s Fund 

(UNICEF), the Department for International Development 

(DFID) of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 

Ireland, the World Bank, international non-governmental or-

ganizations (NGOs) and – particularly – the other United 

Nations based in Rome: the International Fund for Agricul-

tural Development (IFAD) and the World Food Programme 

(WFP). Special attention will be paid to developing South–

South cooperation. 

How does this work help achieve FAO’s 

Strategic Objectives? 

Social protection is instrumental in achieving most of FAO’s 

Strategic Objectives (SOs) and outcomes, particularly hun-

ger eradication (SO1), rural poverty reduction (SO3) and 

increased resilience to threats and crises for livelihoods 

(SO5). Social protection can also be instrumental in achiev-

ing more productive and resilient ecosystems where natural 

resources are threatened (SO2) and inclusive and efficient 

agricultural and food systems (SO4). ESP seeks to 

strengthen interdepartmental and interdivisional collabora-

tion in achieving these objectives. FAO’s new cross-

departmental working group also aims to ensure coordina-

tion between ESP and the other technical divisions and 

decentralized offices involved in social protection. 

In line with the core functions identified in FAO’s Strategic 

Framework, ESP’s work on social protection will be deliv-

ered, alone or with other technical divisions, through four 

main services: 

• Policy support and advice to local, national, regional 

and global stakeholders: These efforts include analysing 

the impacts of social protection systems and policy op-

tions on farmers, households and the local economy; fa-

cilitating government ministries’ coordination of social 

protection with developing capacity building initiatives for 

stakeholders. In Ghana, for example, ESP is conducting 

a comprehensive review of social protection systems 

and capacity needs, to support the government in coor-

dinating and extending social protection systems in rural 

areas. 
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• Awareness raising among stakeholders at all levels on 

the role of social protection in reducing rural poverty: 

These activities include the organization and facilitation 

of policy dialogue at the global, national and local levels; 

and the establishment or support of information and 

knowledge sharing platforms for the dissemination of 

good practices. ESP is developing technical notes on the 

linkages between social protection and agriculture, food 

security, natural resource management, and the role of 

women. 

• Knowledge generation and dissemination at the local, 

national, regional and global levels through the collection 

and compilation of information, data and knowledge on 

the impact of social protection mechanisms on rural 

poverty, food and nutrition security and related areas: 

For example, ESW has engaged with its partners in the 

joint identification and measurement of indicators for so-

cial protection, and the development of tools for collect-

ing, storing and analysing this information. 

• Methods and analytical tools for assessing the effec-

tiveness of social protection systems in rural poverty re-

duction and food and nutrition security: This service con-

sists of developing tools for rapid analysis and improved 

data collection, strengthening evaluation methodologies 

and facilitating the improved use of impact assessments. 

ESP is developing tools and methodologies for as-

sessing the coherence of social protection and rural de-

velopment policies and analysing their impacts on the 

beneficiaries.   

Further reading and materials 

 Twin track approach of FAO [www] 

http://bit.ly/19vAx9p 

 C 2013/3 – Medium-Term Plan 2014-17 and 

Programme of Work and Budget 2014-15, Information 

Note No. 10 – June 2013, FAO’s Comparative 

advantage in relation to Social Protection 

http://bit.ly/1aqpmNB 

 C 2013/3 – Medium-Term Plan 2014-17 and 

Programme of Work and Budget 2014-15 

Information Note No. 2 – April 201, Requests 

stemming from the Programme and Finance 

Committees (18–22 March 2013)  

http://bit.ly/1eEiSdn 

 Protection to Production Initiative of FAO [www] 

http://bit.ly/1eLc1RC 

http://www.fao.org/knowledge/goodpractices/bp-food-agriculture/twin-track-approach-to-food-security-in-protracted-crises/en/
Link_EN/MG838E.pdf
Link_EN/MG838E.pdf
Link_EN/MG838E.pdf
Link_EN/MG838E.pdf
Link_EN/mf490_InfNote2.pdf
Link_EN/mf490_InfNote2.pdf
Link_EN/mf490_InfNote2.pdf
Link_EN/mf490_InfNote2.pdf
Link_EN/mf490_InfNote2.pdf
http://www.fao.org/economic/ptop/en/

