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women workers who lack access to basic social pro-
tections (e.g. pension schemes, health care plans and
unemployment insurance). The gendered responses
in the Europe and Central Asia region have so far has
been inadequate to address the disproportionate
impacts on these groups.

A UN Women analysis of the COVID-19 pandemic’s
impacts on gender equality in the Europe and Central
Asia region' found that “the more acute economic
impacts of the pandemic on women reflect long-stand-
ing gender disparities in access to economic resources
and opportunities across the [Europe and Central Asia]
region.”> The analysis recommended that countries
prioritize women'’s access to decent work and econom-
ic empowerment as the pandemic continues and into
the recovery period.

Along with emergency support, countries should prior-
itize delivering targeted assistance to persons who face
heightened protection risks and ensuring that national
social protection policies are based on multi-factor vul-
nerability assessments with “deeper thinking about

who was in pre-existing situations of vulnerability and
who has been pushed into such situations.” This will
ensure that women and other vulnerable groups are
protected against the risks and needs associated with
illness, unemployment, maternity, parental and other
care responsibilities, disability, old age, housing and
social exclusion.

In order to help Europe and Central Asia Member
States build more inclusive social protection land-
scapes, this brief provides specific recommendations
on how to address social protection gaps and how to
improve emergency responses in support of women
and other vulnerable groups. In the long term, greater
gender responsiveness in policymaking leads to more
expansive and inclusive social protection systems and
labour measures, which are crucial for women and
girls to ‘weather the crisis, bounce back and rebuild’s

This brief complements a separate policy brief on
improving emergency responses and promoting more
inclusive labour markets and business measures.

The Impacts and Gender Dimensions of COVID-19 on Social

Protection Systems

Only 29 per cent of the global population receives
comprehensive social protection coverage,® while 45
per cent receives access to only one form of benefit.
More than 5o per cent (4 billion people) have no access
to any type of social protection benefit.” According
to the World Bank, well-designed social protection
programmes are cost-effective, costing countries on
average only 1.5 per cent of GDP.2 The development of

social protection systems must be linked to a condu-
cive macroeconomic framework for maximum impact,
including labour market, fiscal and monetary policies.

In the Europe and Central Asia region, while many
countries have established legal social protection
entitlements, gaps in coverage and benefit levels often
prevent the entitlements from adequately guaran-
teeing income security.® Further, in some countries

1 Countries in the region include: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Turkey, North Macedonia, Serbia, and Kosovo (All references
to Kosovo shall be understood to be in full compliance with UN Security Council Resolution 1244 (1999)
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(particularly in parts of Central Asia), legal coverage
remains limited and “only a minority of the population
has access to social protection schemes anchored in
national legislation,” with such systems often facing
the “challenges of fragmentation and low levels of
public social spending.”"

Cash transfers are the most widely used part of govern-
ment fiscal packages for social assistance intervention
to poverty and vulnerability in the region. Transferring
cash directly to the poorest households supports
income, consumption and human capital develop-
ment and has wider empowerment benefits because
recipients are able to choose and prioritize their own
expenditures.” Analysis by Oxfam and Development
Pathways of 126 low- and middle-income countries
between April and September 2020 found that “75
per cent of the countries investigated had introduced
cash-based emergency social protection through a
‘horizontal’ expansion of their social protection pro-
grammes (i.e. reaching more people), or by a ‘vertical’
expansion (i.e. increasing the value of the benefits).”s
In designing and extending vertically and horizontally
inclusive cash-based transfers to women and vulner-
able groups, countries can promote gender equality,
eradicate poverty, facilitate access to health care and
education, and achieve decent work for all.

Many women and vulnerable groups work in tempo-
rary or precarious positions, are self-employed or are
employed in informal employment sectors, predomi-
nantly as domestic or family workers (25.1 per cent of
totalemploymentin Europe and Central Asia, although
this figure varies widely across countries within the
region). However, most social protection systems
tend to focus on those who are formally employed - a
major shortcoming that leaves many without access
to social protection and income security and places
them at a higher risk of severe health and economic
consequences.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has led to unprecedented job
losses in the ‘feminized’ sectors of the labour market
(including tourism, retail, food and accommodation).
Because workers in these sectors are less likely to be
able to work from home and generally have limited or
no access to social protection safety nets, they have
been unable to support themselves or their families.™

Pandemicresponses, particularly mandated closures of
schools, health services and social spaces, have led to
unprecedented (and disproportionate) growth in wom-
en’s unpaid care and household work burdens.> Much
of this increase stems from increased care obligations
for school-aged children, people suffering from the
virus and the heightened care needs of older persons,
the disabled and other vulnerable family members.
Although feminist activists and scholars have long rec-
ognized the interrelationships among gender, unpaid
work and paid employment, the COVID-19 pandemic
has revealed to the world the significance of care work
to social and economic life. However, mainstream
social protection measures typically overlook women’s
unpaid care and domestic work.®

Across the globe, more women than men reported
increases in the time they spend on household chores
and unpaid care work. Many women reported that
these increases were in addition to — and often had to
be balanced with — their time spent in paid employ-
ment. The situation in the Europe and Central Asia
region reflects this global trend; 70 per cent of women
reported that since the start of the crisis, they have
spent additional time on at least one unpaid domestic
chore compared to only 59 per cent of men.”The high-
est burdens were reported by women in Albania (72
per cent compared to 61 per cent for men) and Georgia
(62 per cent compared to 43 per cent), which had early
school closures, and in Kyrgyzstan (67 per cent versus
26 per cent).®
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The COVID-19 crisis has reinforced the importance of
extending gender-inclusive social protection schemes
in order to ease social exclusion and to safeguard
minimum income security coverage for all workers,
whether paid or unpaid. The pandemic has also added
a new social protection group of temporary beneficia-
ries who, prior to the pandemic, were either uncovered
or ineligible for any form of social protection or social
insurance. Many of these new beneficiaries are day
labourers and informal workers who lost their jobs and
livelihoods during the crisis.

Pension coverage figures suggest that in the Europe
and Central Asia region, 5 per cent of people above
retirement age do not receive an old-age pension.
There are wide variations between social groups and
countries (for example, the percentage is twice as high
in Central Asia).®

Before the pandemic, many countries made progress in
establishing comprehensive social protection systems

The UN Women research study, ‘ONE YEAR OF
COVID-19: A Gender Analysis of Emergency COVID-19
Socio-Economic Policy Responses Adopted in Europe
and Central Asia’, uses a gender lens® and the Leave No
One Behind (LNOB) principle® to analyse government
measures introduced or adapted in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic. The analysis frames the measures
under three broad categories: social protection, labour
market and economic, fiscal and business stimulus.

such that older persons could “rely on pensions to
partly meet their needs.”>° However, pension coverage
remained lower for women than men.?" According to
analysis by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD), “on top of often having
worked in lower-paying jobs, older women are more
likely to have worked part-time and are more likely to
have taken time out of employment for care reasons.
As a result, women more often face difficulties in meet-
ing pension contribution requirements, and more often
receive only minimum pension payments.”

The COVID-19 pandemic’s acceleration of digitalization
has highlighted the need for greater and more direct
support for women’s and vulnerable groups’ access
to social protection benefits through digital payment
infrastructures. More innovative support for digital
literacy and expansion is needed in order to facilitate
online application and access to social assistance
schemes and benefits; expanding access and use of
online banking is particularly important in this regard.

Governments that incorporate a gender lens and
the LNOB principle into their response measures can
mitigate the adverse and disproportionate impacts
that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on women and
vulnerable groups. Doing so will also simultaneously
bolster the fundamentals of ‘building back better’
after the pandemic.

Of the 477 measures recorded across these categories
from multiple sources,? 220 measures (46 per cent)

19 UN (2020) COVID-19 and Social Protection in Europe and Central Asia.

20 UN DESA (2018)
21 Ibid.
22 OECD (2020)

(version 1 April 2020)

23 A gender lens methodology considers measures to be gender-sensitive if they include explicit reference to “women” and “seek
to directly address the risks and challenges that women and girls face during the COVID-19 crisis.” (See

)

24 The Leave No One Behind (LNOB) principle’s methodology considers measures that directly address and make explicit reference to

vulnerable and marginalized households and groups
25
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were introduced or adapted on social protection. Of
these social protection measures, only 177 measures (8
per cent) can be classified as being gender-sensitive in
that they make specific reference to women, while 121
(55 per cent) can be classified as being inclusive of the
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LNOB principle in that they make specific reference to
vulnerable and marginalized households and groups.

Presented by region and subregion, these social pro-
tection measures can be summarized as:

220 (46%) 17 (8%) 121 (55%)
40 (48%) 1(3%) 25 (63%)
100 (48%) 6 (6%) 54 (54%)
80 (43%) 10 (15%) 42 (54%)

Source: UN Women (2021) ONE YEAR OF COVID-19: A Gender Analysis of Emergency COVID-19 Socio-Economic Policy Responses Adopted in

Europe and Central Asia

Only six targeted cash transfer schemes (3 per cent of
220 social protection measures) expressly cited sup-
port to women. Similarly, only six housing relief/ utility
and in-kind support measures (3 per cent of the 220)
referenced women. Albania doubled several existing
social protection schemes, including to parents of
two or more children in which women were the pri-
mary recipients, and to economic aid recipients (with
reference to “women heads of families”). In expand-
ing housing assistance and in-kind support, Albania
specifically referenced women as comprising a consid-
erable number of beneficiaries. Armenia introduced
new measures to assist pregnant women in hardship
and for vulnerable and socially marginalized groups
to pay for utility bills. In Azerbaijan, support measures
referenced the hardest-hit families (which added an
additional burden for women) and women-headed
households. Support included help with utility bill
payment, food assistance and hygiene kits. Georgia,
also acknowledging the pandemic’s additional care
burden on families, distributed food and hygiene kits
to women with many children and women-headed
households. Serbia introduced universal and one-off
cash transfers to women for maternity leave and child

care and provided hygiene packages and essential
foodstothe mostvulnerable women. Turkey increased
cash transfers for women, new mothers, postnatal
and pregnant women and women who recently lost
their husbands. Uzbekistan’s in-kind assistance tar-
geted women over 55 years old.

Four countries introduced five measures related to
unemployment and leave benefits, each citing “wom-
en” among target beneficiaries. Under its economic aid
scheme, Albania doubled payments to women recipi-
ents of existing unemployment benefits. In Armenia,
beneficiaries of one-time financial assistance included
unemployed women, women whose husbands lost
their jobs and unemployed single pregnant women.
North Macedonia expanded paid maternity and
pregnancy leave and salary compensation; these
changes are slated to continue through to the end
of pandemic measures. Georgia was the only coun-
try whose responses cited women'’s increased load of
care work in support packages for families. In addition,
Georgia’s social compensation included women as
income-earners that were rendered jobless, as parents
of children with disabilities and families with three or
more children.
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The starkly low number of measures deemed gender-
sensitive or in line with the LNOB principle underscores
that the gender responsiveness of actions remains
grossly insufficient and that not nearly enough has
been done to mitigate pandemic’s impacts on women
and vulnerable groups.

Immediate responses

1. Institute greater and more creative support for
access to cash transfers, unemployment compensa-
tionand othersocial protection measures, especially
for women and vulnerable groups who do not
have access to banking (particularly online bank-
ing) or the digital literacy to apply for and access
provisions online.

Although a digital paymentinfrastructure is quicker
and safer (especially during periods of lockdown), it
nonetheless excludes the most vulnerable individ-
uals and households. To avoid these unintentional
consequences, complementary systems must be
in place. Figures indicate that for the Europe and
Central Asia region, women comprise almost 60
per cent of those who do not have access to a
bank account.?® Globally, only 69 per cent of adults
have a digital bank account; only 30 per cent have
received wages or government payments directly
to such an account.”

2. Ensure that cash transfers remain unconditional.
Throughout the COVID-19g crisis and future emer-
gencies, it is important to avoid tying cash transfers
to conditionalities that add to women’s unpaid care
burdens (for example, when women have addi-
tional care burdens due to closed schools, school
attendance or training attendance requirements).

A transformative approach should be adopted to
ensure that cash transfer programmes are uncondi-
tional, supportive of women’s unpaid care burdens
and facilitate women’s and vulnerable groups’
empowerment — that programmes are designed to
consider them as more than merely social protec-
tion recipients.

26 Demirguc-Kunt, A. and Muller, A. (2019)
27 World Bank,
28 UN Women (2020)

Inordertoaddressthe gender-disproportionateimpacts
of the pandemic on social protection and income secu-
rity, this brief puts forward the case for additional social
protection interventions that are designed with both a
gendered lens and the LNOB principle.

3. Expand coverage of social assistance payments with
sustained financial resources from the government
in order to guarantee social security, including for
new and temporary beneficiaries that are revealed
by emergencies.

In expanding coverage of social assistance pay-
ments, Governments should prioritize ongoing
analysis and assessment of social protection ben-
efits, including analysis of whom the benefits are
reaching. Programmes should ensure that cover-
age extends to individuals and vulnerable groups,
including new and temporary beneficiaries who
were either not covered or ineligible for social pro-
tection or social insurance and those that the crisis
pushed into poverty or difficulties.

Gender analyses, vulnerability assessments and a
continued commitment to collecting disaggregat-
ed data will help governments better understand
the factors that lead social protection schemes to
exclude women and vulnerable groups. Such analy-
ses will also highlight how existing social protection
schemes disadvantage women and will further
reveal the differential gender and intersectional
impacts of the COVID-19 crisis.

4. Ensure that unemployment benefits and income
security schemes consider the constraints faced by
women and vulnerable groups that work in the infor-
mal sectors or are self-employed as entrepreneurs.

Governments should specifically target sectors in
which women are over-represented and have been
most affected by the pandemic (e.g. tourism, hos-
pitality, food, retail and other feminized sectors of
the labour market).?® Direct support and income
replacement measures are crucial for informal
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workers, workers in precarious and temporary jobs,
domestic and migrant workers and employees of
women-led businesses.

. Formally recognize unpaid domestic and care work
as real and critical work that contributes to social
and economic life.

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought into sharp
relief and reinforced the immense value of unpaid
work. Governments’ continued reliance on women'’s
and vulnerable groups’ unpaid labour to shore up
social protection and public service provision gaps
cannot continue; it is creating long-term costs and
risks for such people. Governments must recognize
the inherentvalue of unpaid care and domestic work
by implementing social protection interventions
that support women’s health and socio-economic
well-being throughout their lives.

Medium- to longer-term responses

1. Commit to strengthening and investing in univer-

sal, gender-responsive social protection systems
that support women and vulnerable groups’ recov-
ery and resilience to future emergencies and shocks.

The severity of the COVID-19 health and socio-
economic crisis shows that procrastinating and
muddling through reforms exacerbates pre-exist-
ing inequalities; doing so at the national, regional
and global levels is no longer an option. Building
more resilient health and social protection systems
requires greater and more sustained increases in
public funding and a more globally coordinated
approach. Such an approach must include invest-
ments in the care economy sufficient to provide
affordable and quality child- sick- and eldercare.
These investments will create jobs and will increase
women and vulnerable people’s ability to (re)enter
the labour market.

. Link universal social protection systems to a con-
ducive macroeconomic framework including fiscal
and monetary policies that promote full and decent
employment, which will support programme
sustainability.

Adequate financing of social protection systems,
even during periods of economic downturn, is
essential to long-term programme sustainability.
Cuts in public spending and privatization, especially
on health care, weakens the capacity of systems to
respond in times of crisis.?

A universal right to social protection must be built
into regional frameworks and national policies and
laws. These must include social protection floors
(nationally defined basic social security guarantees)®
that prevent or alleviate women’s poverty, vulner-
ability and social exclusion. At a minimum, these
guarantees should ensure that all those in need
have access to essential social protection schemes
and basic income security throughout their lives.
Countries should work to align their social protection
floors with the Sustainable Development Goals.>

. National governments must involve and col-

laborate with local governments and non-state
organizations, including women’s organizations, in
all stages of designing, implementing and evaluat-
ing social protection systems and provisions.

Local governments and non-state organizations
are often in a good position to assess the unmet
needs of women and harder to reach groups and to
deliver direct assistance to those that need it most.
Governments should directly engage with women
and vulnerable groups in order to understand their
needs and what they would like from an effective
and universal social protection system.3

. Undertake gender-responsive assessments and

evaluations of current social protection pro-
grammes and systems.

Applying a gender lens and vulnerability analyses
in designing fiscal stimulus packages and social
assistance programmes is vital to building more
prosperous, equal, inclusive and resilient societ-
ies for all citizens.3 Governments should adopt
effective monitoring and complaints mechanisms,
including participatory social audits.
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