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The COVID-19 pandemic in the Arab region:  
an opportunity to reform social protection systems

On the eve of the COVID-19 pandemic, social protection systems 
in the Arab region were fragmented, costly and unsustainable. 
Furthermore, underinvestment in these systems led to the 
exclusion of vulnerable populations. The COVID-19 crisis 
highlighted these problems, presented an opportunity to address 
them and provided many lessons that could be learned from 
globally and regionally. The present policy brief examines the 
responsiveness of Arab States to the COVID-19 pandemic in terms 
of social policy measures, with a focus on social protection 
interventions. 

Most social protection systems are funded from public budgets 
or external assistance and not through contributions from 
beneficiaries or employers. COVID-19 spending in the Arab region 
varied between countries but was lower than the global average. 
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Total fiscal support in the region was 
3.9 per cent of GDP whereas the world 
average was 22.6 per cent. Wealthier 
Arab countries spent more than poorer 
ones. The Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries had the highest 
spending at $69.9 billion, compared 
to $24.78 billion in the other Arab 
sub-regions. Sources of spending 
also differed from country to country. 
Tunisia showed a high level of private 
sector spending at $410 million, and 
Morocco registered $104.5 million. 
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Figure 1.  Distribution of social protection measures in Arab countries, by region, 2021 (Percentage)

Source: Complied from http://tracker.unescwa.org
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While most Arab countries reprioritized their national spending or created special funds, conflict-stricken countries relied mainly on 
humanitarian aid and donor funding.

In addition, COVID-19 spending1 on social policy measures varied by area of spending: social assistance, loans and tax benefits, social 
insurance and labour market interventions. As shown in figure 1, social assistance measures were responsible for the major share of 
COVID-19 social protection spending globally and in the Arab region at 50 per cent. Social assistance interventions were most prevalent in 
least developed countries (LDCs), accounting for 62.5 per cent of social protection-related support, while the largest share in GCC countries 
went to labour market programmes. 

Fiscal stimulus was also unevenly distributed by area of spending in the Arab States, as shown in figure 2.2 While on average 18 per cent of 
fiscal support went to social protection, the highest proportions were in Somalia at 100 per cent, Lebanon at 96.8 per cent and Iraq at 95 per 
cent. Oil-importing countries focused spending on health and targeted social transfers, while oil-exporting countries prioritized temporary 
tax reductions and extended payment deadlines and other spending, such as partial salary payments to preserve jobs. 
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Figure 2.  Share of fiscal stimulus in Arab countries, by policy type(Percentage)

Source: Complied from United Nations,  n.d.
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The social protection measures in response to the COVID-19 pandemic 
demonstrated strong political will with substantive disbursement of funds 
to vulnerable populations and social solidarity through the innovative use 
of solidarity funds. This effort drew unprecedented assistance from the 
private sector and other stakeholders to feed into these governmental social 
protection programmes. 

The Arab region witnessed a policy shift from targeting only the poorest population 
to also including the “missing middle”, such as informal workers who were often 
ineligible for any social protection benefits prior to the pandemic (for example 
in Morocco, Jordan and Egypt). This shed light on the structural challenges that 
predated the pandemic in terms of neglecting such workers’ rights.

Arab countries also excelled in using innovative technologies to deliver social 
protection programmes, especially cash transfers delivered to beneficiaries 
in just a few days through newly created outlets, e-wallets and digital 
registration. The unique constraints imposed by COVID-19 inspired innovations 
in the design and delivery of education, health and social protection, which not 
only protected access to services under extraordinarily challenging conditions, 
but also facilitated more inclusive outreach.

In many Arab countries, the pandemic accelerated stronger partnerships and 
greater collaboration between different stakeholders. This was especially 
shown through collaboration for example between different governmental 
parties at the national level, the sharing/use of databases about beneficiaries 
(civil registry, vital statistics, tax and social insurance database) and 
e-platforms such as Government to Government (G to G) sites in Egypt.

Despite all these achievements, many gaps still remain. Most COVID-19 
spending went to temporary measures that are less likely to be sustained. 
They will not constitute sufficient incentive (or contribution) to transforming 
social protection systems in the region into sustainable, life-course systems 
that are inclusive and equitable. Additionally, rather than putting in place new 
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legislation during the COVID-19 crisis, countries relied on other mechanisms 
to deliver spending packages, such as extra-budgetary funds or executive 
decrees. While these measures facilitated rapid spending on social protection 
programmes, they undermined accountability mechanisms of fiscal policy 
decisions in Arab countries. Transforming systems issued in such a way into 
transparent, life-course systems will require major reforms. 

Reform of social protection systems can build on the level of maturity of 
the existing system and can benefit from successes and lessons gained 
from rich global experiences in building social protection systems and from 
the responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. Below are some major policy 
recommendations in this area.

Policy response 

The reform of social protection should 
include:

General recommendations

  Transforming social protection systems in the Arab region into 
sustainable life course-based systems requires legislation 
reform, identification of sustainable sources of funding, use 
of technology and innovation, better targeting, adoption of 
universal entitlements such as a universal child allowance 
or basic income guarantee and strengthened transparency 
of institutions, through effective public procurement, open 
governments and anti-corruption measures. 

  Reforming social protection systems also necessitates 
expansion of the contributory base and new sources of 
funding. This requires political will reinforced through societal 
dialogues between the State, the private sector, employees and 
unemployed non-contributory potential beneficiaries and other 
stakeholders.

  A transition period will be required between current and 
reformed systems that may require solidarity funding to 
bridge the gap. Meanwhile, contingency planning can help in 
addressing potential future crises. 

Social protection 

  During supply chain disruptions, in-kind services and public 
procurement in social protection programmes would be better 
suited to withstand the impact of fluctuating supply chains or 
prices that might make cash assistance less reliable (example 
of Lebanon). 
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VISION:  ESCWA, an innovative catalyst for a stable, just and flourishing Arab region

MISSION: Committed to the 2030 Agenda, ESCWA’s passionate team produces innovative knowledge, fosters regional 
consensus and delivers transformational policy advice. 
Together, we work for a sustainable future for all.

www.unescwa.org 22
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1  According to the ESCWA COVID-19 Stimulus Tracker, COVID-19 measures are divided into seven different categories: social 
assistance (cash transfer, school feeding, etc.), loans and tax benefits (tax exemption, interest rate waiver, etc.), social insurance 
(unemployment benefits, sick leave, pensions, etc.), labour markets (wage subsidies, paid leave or work from home) and 
health-related support (free vaccines, testing, heath care systems, etc.), financial policy support (soft loan and credit support, tax 
exemption, etc.) and general policy support (creation of a fund, digital solutions, etc.).

2  Economic policy support encompasses both financial and general policy support. Also, Government announcements often lump 
together multiple policy measures and amounts, in which case the disaggregated amount of support for each policy measure is 
not available. The amount of support for such a basket of policy measures may be within one policy category or across different 
policy categories and is labelled non-disaggregated.

  Many conditional cash assistance programmes in the Arab region are conditional on the provision of education, 
reproductive health and health services, which should be reconsidered during crisis situations. Also, in the case of school 
feeding programmes, children usually receive meals only on schooldays, excluding weekends and holidays, which reduces 
their potential food security and nutritional impacts. Extending school feeding to the home could cover these gaps, 
enhance the life-course approach of the reforms and ensure continuous provision of nutritious food to malnourished and 
vulnerable children throughout the year.

  Targeting impacts the ability of the COVID-19 response to incorporate a life-course approach. The recalculation of cut-off 
points in eligibility criteria in some countries in the Arab region yielded positive results and needy people benefitted more 
from governmental social assistance programmes.

Environmental sustainability

  During the recovery period, Arab countries should consider environmental sustainability through, for instance, low carbon 
economic recovery measures and access to essential resources such as clean water.

  By making clean energy transitions central to their recovery plans, Arab oil-producing countries can pave the way for more 
robust structural changes to support economic recovery that is both environmentally and financially sustainable. 

  Stimulus measures could be an opportunity for Arab countries to invest in real economic transformations and 
technological innovations (avoiding greenwashing), such as by boosting solar and wind energy technologies, smart green 
cities and seawater desalination projects (powered by renewable energy sources) and developing and greening public 
transport systems. 

Technology and cooperation 

  Investments that were made in innovative solutions (such as online learning and telehealth applications) must be 
supported with investments in digital infrastructure and reduced costs of access to mobile and online technologies. 

   Building on the good practices during the pandemic, Arab States need to continue intergovernmental collaboration in the 
sharing/use of beneficiary databases (civil registry, vital statistics, tax and social insurance database) and e-platforms, 
and strengthen their capacities to record, monitor and evaluate data.
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