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The issue

The pandemic has led to unprecedented shocks to economies, food systems and 
labour markets globally and in the Near East and North Africa region, threatening 
the income and food security of millions of workers. It is estimated that an 
additional 8.3 million people in the region could fall into poverty. Therefore, the 
consequences of COVID-19 pandemic require responses that go far beyond the 
health sector, including measures to assist people and protect them against falling 
into poverty and food insecurity. More than ever there is a crucial need for inclusive, 
comprehensive and stable social protection systems that respond to differentiated 
needs across population and income groups, and are flexible to be scaled up quickly 
in times of crisis.

Rural poor, especially women, are faced with added and specific vulnerabilities 
and risks that hamper their sustained economic inclusion including lower access to 
services, infrastructure and high dependence on increasingly scarce and degraded 
land and water resources. The COVID-19 pandemic has curtailed smallholders’ 
access to markets and inputs, creating a liquidity challenge and disrupting 
productive capacity. With significantly less access to assets, income and employment 
rural women are even more likely to fall into extreme poverty as a result of shocks 
like COVID-19.

Despite the use of geographical targeting and proxy means testing methods, social 
protection and insurance coverage remains lower in rural areas. In particular, 
agriculture producers and informal workers are excluded from national pension 
and insurance schemes despite the high exposure of their income to climatic and 
price shocks. Expanding the coverage and efficacy of social protection measures – 
including with shock responsive mechanisms and promoting a stronger coherence 
with different sub-agricultural sectors – is key to reducing poverty and building 
resilience to multiple shocks including conflict, climate change and ensuring more 
sustainable and inclusive recovery from COVID-19. COVID-19 has highlighted critical 
gaps of coverage but is also an opportunity for renewing again the social contract 
in a region affected by multiple crises by expanding social protection to all and 
optimizing the role of social protection for transforming food systems.

The action
The programme will support inclusive recovery in the short and medium term, while 
strengthening long-term resilience to multiple shocks. Specifically, it will: 

 n Support through policy dialogue and technical assistance the development and 
implementation of inclusive social protection policies that address the needs 

Economic inclusion and social protection to reduce poverty
Building resilience to multiple-shocks through inclusive
social protection
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Partnerships
Members of the Issue Based Coalition on Social Protection 
in the Arab Region including the International Labour 
Organization (ILO), the World Bank, the International Fund 
for Agricultural Development (IFAD), the United Nations 
Economic and Social Commission for West Asia (ESCWA), 
International Policy Centre on Inclusive Governance (IPC-
IG), the World Food Programme, the League of Arab States 
and African Union.

Programme links
The programme will be part of the United Nations Decade 
of Family Farming Regional Action Plan, as well as and 
the Arab Strategic Framework for the Eradication of 
Multidimensional Poverty 2020-2030. It will link the to 
the European Union (EU) funded programme ‘Enhancing 
resilient livelihoods and food security of host communities 
and Syrian refugees in Lebanon and Jordan through 
the promotion of sustainable agricultural development’ 
funded through the EU Regional Trust Fund in Response 
to the Syrian crisis, and to ongoing or planned Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations’ projects in: 
Morocco (expansion of social protection coverage), Tunisia 
(expansion of social protection to fishers and support to 
socioeconomic inclusion of rural households in Kairouan 
region), Mauritania (expansion of social protection to 
pastoralists) and Sudan (expansion of social protection and 
promotion of economic inclusion of rural households). This 
programme will also contribute to the implementation of 
the Hand in Hand Initiative in Yemen.

Country focus
Jordan, Lebanon, Mauritania, Morocco, the Sudan, Tunisia 
and Yemen
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of rural populations including rural women, children, 
youth, informal workers, migrants and other vulnerable 
groups and allow for adequate monitoring.

 o Support the design and implementation of gender and
age-sensitive, conflict-sensitive and shock-responsive
social protection programmes in rural areas that link to
nutrition outcomes, sustainable resource management
and economic inclusion in agri-food value chains.

 p Enhance the use of innovative approaches in the
design, delivery and targeting of social protection
to rural communities including through the use of
digital technologies, online registries and innovative
institutional structures;

 q Expanding expand vulnerable smallholders’ access to
inclusive finance (including crop and livestock insurance
and credit) and adoption of specific programmes to
address covid-19 related liquidity challenges (such as
postponement of loan payments, temporary grants,
etc).

 r Promote a stronger coherence between social
protection and sub-agricultural policies and
programmes for optimizing their impacts on economic
inclusion, resilience and natural resource management.

Expected results 

 nAll rural households and smallholders including women
and young farmers, migrants, informal workers, and
vulnerable and poor groups in rural areas, particularly
those affected by conflict and climate change, will be
effectively covered through social-protection schemes
during and after the pandemic.

 o Innovative, inclusive policies and programmes policies
will be in place to effectively reach and cover vulnerable
and poor households in rural areas, promoting
natural resource management, nutrition outcomes
and economic inclusion through shock-responsive,
gender-sensitive and conflict sensitive social protection
systems, established or reformed in coherence with
agriculture sub-sectors.

 p The economic potential and resilience of rural
households will be strengthened by enhancing linkages
between social protection and economic inclusion
processes at territorial level for transforming food
systems.

 q Increased resilience of rural households through better
access to agriculture and fisheries insurance and
financial services.


