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This report sets out the framework for the United 
Nations’ urgent socio-economic support to 
countries and societies in the face of COVID-19, 
putting in practice the UN Secretary-General’s 
Shared Responsibility, Global Solidarity report 
on the same subject. It is one of three critical 
components of the UN’s efforts to save lives, 
protect people, and rebuild better, alongside 
the health response, led by the World Health 
Organization (WHO), and the humanitarian 
response, as detailed in the UN-led COVID-
19 Global Humanitarian Response Plan.

During the Ebola outbreak in West Africa in 2014, 
more people died from the interruption of social 
services and economic breakdown than from 
the virus itself. This should not have happened, 
and the world cannot let it happen again. As the 
world enters the deepest global recession since 
the Great Depression, we need to connect health 
needs to social, economic and environmental 
well-being, linking the present to the future.

We are all interconnected and need border-
less solidarity. People everywhere must have 
access to social services and social protection; 
jobs, businesses and livelihoods must be pro-
tected; and a safe and equitable recovery of 
societies and economies must be set in motion 
as soon as possible, with the long-term goal 
of directing economies along a sustainable, 

gender-equal, and carbon-neutral trajectory. 
Failure to do so will multiply and prolong suffer-
ing amongst the world’s most vulnerable people.

This socio-economic response framework con-
sists of five streams of work – an integrated 
support package  offered by the United Nations 
Development System (UNDS) to protect the 
needs and rights of people living under the 
duress of the pandemic, with particular focus 
on the most vulnerable countries, groups, 
and people who risk being left behind. 

The five streams of work that constitute this 
package include: 1. ensuring that essential 
health services are still available and protecting 
health systems; 2. helping people cope with 
adversity, through social protection and basic 
services; 3. protecting jobs, supporting small 
and medium-sized enterprises, and informal 
sector workers through economic response 
and recovery programmes; 4. guiding the 
necessary surge in fiscal and financial stim-
ulus to make macroeconomic policies work 
for the most vulnerable and strengthening 
multilateral and regional responses; and 5. 
promoting social cohesion and investing in 
community-led resilience and response sys-
tems. These five streams are connected by a 
strong environmental sustainability and gen-
der equality imperative to build back better.

/sites/un2.un.org/files/sg_report_socio-economic_impact_of_covid19.pdf
/sites/un2.un.org/files/sg_report_socio-economic_impact_of_covid19.pdf
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The UN development system is placing 
all of its relevant assets in support of an 
immediate development response to com-
plement the humanitarian and emergency 
health interventions. These assets include:

A wide and deep presence

The UN development footprint spans 162 
countries and territories, supported by a global 
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Established funding modalities 
for rapid disbursements

The UN development system can make use of 
several funding modalities to quickly channel 
funds to programmatic interventions. New 
ones, such as pooled funds, can be established 
within days, notably at the country level, using 
globally agreed standards and procedures. 

Strong partnerships for 
greater reach and impact

Beyond its own expertise and resources, 
the UN can use its significant reach to help 
mobilize the vast network of partnerships 
required for a whole of society, whole of 
world response. The UN has extensive con-
nections with civil society organizations, 
women’s groups and volunteer groups. 
Many of these organizations are facing 
their own challenges and the UN will work 
to address their specific fragility. But many 
often play an indispensable leadership role 
in the response, notably in reaching out to 
vulnerable people, and in getting to remote 
places. They can amplify responses. 
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The UNDS is switching to emergency mode, 
helping countries within the coming 12-18 
months to shore up health systems, prevent 
a breakdown of food systems, restore and 
build back better their basic social services 
and other measures to minimize the impact of 
the pandemic on the most vulnerable popula-
tions. At the same time, the UNDS continues 
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IV. 1. HEALTH FIRST: 
PROTECTING HEALTH 
SERVICES AND SYSTEMS 
DURING THE CRISIS

Health systems are being overwhelmed by 
the COVID-19 outbreak. When health systems 
collapse, deaths from the outbreak itself can 
quickly be exceeded by deaths from preventable 
or treatable conditions, no longer managed by 
a failing health system.  It is therefore crucial 
to maintain essential lifesaving health ser-
vices even while addressing the pandemic.

Countries need to make difficult decisions to 
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Specific areas of response by the UNDS to 
assist Governments in maintaining essential 
health services and systems will include:

Providing analytical and policy support, and 
rapid technical guidance: These services 
encompass a range of fields including: health 
services and systems assessments; data sys-

https://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/media_asset/global-partnership-hiv-stigma-discrimination_en.pdf
https://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/media_asset/global-partnership-hiv-stigma-discrimination_en.pdf
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SDG3 Global Action Plan for Healthy Lives and 
Wellbeing for All.  The infrastructure that was 
developed as part of these efforts will focus 
on ensuring essential services are maintained 
and health systems strengthened to prepare 
for recovery.  In summary, the UNDS is ready 
to repurpose a significant proportion of its cur-
rent portfolio to address the essential health 
needs of hundreds of millions of people in 100 
priority countries struggling to meet the health 
challenges alongside the COVID-19 response.

PUTTING HEALTH FIRST IS CRITICAL  

Health systems are being overwhelmed by demand 
for services generated by the COVID-19 outbreak. 
When health systems collapse, both direct mor-
tality from the outbreak and avertable mortality 
from other conditions increase dramatically.  
We propose three priority mitigating actions to 
Governments:

https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/11316.pdf


https://www.unicef.org/media/49401/file/Towards%20universal%20social%20protection%20for%20children.pdf
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/templates/cfs/Docs1920/Chair/HLPE_English.pdf
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Secure sustained learning for all children, and 
adolescents, preferably in schools: About 90 
percent of the total number of school children in 
the world have been directly affected by school 
closures, with an estimated 370 million school 
children missing out on school meals. The UNDS 
will work with national education authorities 
and private sector education service providers 
to support preschools and schools that can 
safely remain open, while assisting governments 
to scale up digital and other forms of remote 
learning. Several UNDS agencies are working 
with multiple partners to scale up innovative 
approaches to continue learning at all levels 
during the crisis, via parenting programmes, tv, 
radio, various digital platforms and other deliv-
ery mechanisms. Furthermore, support will be 
provided to allow for a safe and quick return of 
children to schools. This includes re-instating 
school meals, for the estimated 370 million 
school children missing out on school meals and 
offering “back to school” packages. For example, 
some UN entities are currently providing school 
meals to 17 million children in 61 countries 
and technical assistance to 70 governments. 
Others offer back to school packages, which 
include cash transfers and other interventions to 
incentivize and support the return of vulnerable 
children, particularly girls, as schools reopen. 
Furthermore, given the critical role of education 

https://www.sixthtone.com/news/1005253/domestic-violence-cases-surge-during-covid19-epidemic
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3. ECONOMIC RESPONSE 
AND RECOVERY: PROTECTING 
JOBS, SMALL AND MEDIUM-
SIZED ENTERPRISES, AND 
VULNERABLE WORKERS IN 
THE INFORMAL ECONOMY

The COVID-19 crisis is plunging the world 
economy into a recession with historical levels 
of unemployment and deprivation. The crisis 
could lead to a decline in 195 million full-time 
equivalent workers in the second quarter of 
2020 alone.7  Hence, this pandemic is also a jobs 
and livelihoods crisis that threatens the SDG 
progress. Small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs), farm workers, the self-employed, daily 
wage earners, refugees and migrant workers 
are hit the hardest. Jobs in the service indus-
tries are affected, including in culture and tour-
ism. A global economic recession will impact 
global population movements and hence affect 
countries with high levels of migration and 
high remittance flows compared to their GDP.

Most vulnerable workers are in the infor-
mal economy, constituting 60 percent of the 
global workforce. They have no or limited 
access to social protection, nor do they have 
the economic security to take sick leave, get 
treated if required, or cope with lockdown.8  New 
business models, such as the platform and 
gig economy with non-standard employment 
relationships, also tend to reduce benefits and 
protection for workers. This has created the 
risk of growing informality, which underscores 
the need to redefine social protection sys-
tems to guarantee universal coverage of the 
basic elements associated to decent work. 

https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/WCMS_740877/lang--it/index.htm
https://www.social-protection.org/gimi/WSPDB.action?id=40
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The Response: What 
the UNDS will do

The UN ś response in the field of economic recov-
ery will focus on protecting and improving the 
productive sectors, protecting jobs and promoting 
decent work. The UNDS response will include:

Integrated, country-specific policy advice and 
programme support. Focussing on protecting 
workers and sectors who are most impacted by 
the crisis9

https://www.ilo.org/employment/units/emp-invest/employment-intensive-investment/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/employment/units/emp-invest/employment-intensive-investment/lang--en/index.htm
https://betterwork.org/about-us/the-programme/
https://betterwork.org/about-us/the-programme/
https://www.ilo.org/employment/about/news/WCMS_741946/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/employment/about/news/WCMS_741946/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/employment/about/news/WCMS_741946/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/youth-employment/databases-platforms/global-initiative-decent-jobs/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/youth-employment/databases-platforms/global-initiative-decent-jobs/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.un-page.org/
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Advice on nature-based solutions for devel-
opment, including for SMEs, building on its 
support to countries to access over $1 billion 
grant from vertical funds in 2018-2019, which 
leveraged an additional $1.2 billion for 91 coun-
tries from the IFIs, United Nations entities, 
the private sector and Governments. Funds 
mobilized in 2019 from the Global Environment 

Facility (GEF), Green Climate Fund (GCF) and 
Adaptation Fund are expected to benefit 37 
million people through integrated initiatives.

Business linkages support10  that has proved 
to be particularly effective and impactful in the 
agricultural and tourism sectors, helping sub-
sistence farmers and small tourism operators 

10	 Business linkages between large enterprises, such as transnational corporations (TNCs) and local suppliers can be a channel for the transfer of 
technology, knowledge and skills to host economies.  
https://unctad.org/en/Pages/DIAE/Enterprise%20Development/Business-Linkage-Programme.aspx

The COVID-19 crisis will engulf some of the world’s 
poorest and most malnourished populations, in a 
context of scarce public resources, weak public 

https://unctad.org/en/Pages/DIAE/Enterprise%20Development/Business-Linkage-Programme.aspx
http://www.ipcinfo.org/
https://www.fsinplatform.org/
http://aims.fao.org/activity/blog/empres-global-animal-disease-information-system
http://www.fao.org/giews/en/
https://vam.wfp.org/
https://fscluster.org/
http://www.fao.org/resilience/global-network-against-food-crises/en/
http://www.fao.org/resilience/global-network-against-food-crises/en/
http://www.amis-outlook.org/home/en/


http://www.ilo.ch/empent/Projects/score/lang--en/index.htm
https://unctad.org/en/Pages/DITC/Gender-and-Trade.aspx
https://unctad.org/en/Pages/DITC/Gender-and-Trade.aspx
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/devel_e/a4t_e/aid4trade_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/devel_e/a4t_e/aid4trade_e.htm
https://unctad.org/en/Pages/DTL/STI_and_ICTs/ICT4D-eTrade-for-Women.aspx
https://businessfacilitation.org/
http://www.intracen.org/itc/women-and-trade/SheTrades/
https://www.uncdf.org/how-digital-payments-improve-lives-lead-to-inclusive-growth-migration
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/devel_e/a4t_e/aid4trade_e.htm
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https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2020/04/14/weo-april-2020
https://blogs.imf.org/2020/04/14/the-great-lockdown-worst-economic-downturn-since-the-great-depression/
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to confronting the effects of the Pandemic. On 
the one hand, this means having the capacity 
to use fiscal policy both as a tool to maintain 
livelihoods in the current conditions and as a 
linchpin for recovery. This entails access to 
debt relief, debt re-structuring mechanisms and 
debt condonation as rising public debt will be 
inevitable. At the same time MICs must maintain 
external stability. Internal expansion and external 
stability are interdependent goals. Maintaining 
external stability means having the legitimacy 
to implement capital controls to avoid capital 
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countries that request forbearance. Private cred-
itors should join this moratorium on comparable 
terms to avoid the public sector bailing out pri-
vate creditors, and national legislation should be 
extended to include safeguard against non-co-
operative creditors. Debt to international finan-
cial institutions should also be included, though 
IFIs will likely need support from their sharehold-
ers to do so, in order not to threaten their AAA 
ratings and curtail their ability to provide fresh 
financing during the crisis. In parallel, developing 
countries should be able to access hard curren-
cies easily, which would provide them with the 
ability to buy emergency supplies. This could 
include increased use of bilateral swap lines, or 
new issuance of Special Drawing Rights. 

Beyond the immediate crisis response and mor-
atorium, a new debt relief programme will be 
needed, considering high debt levels and unmet 
financing needs for the SDGs even before the 
pandemic hit. The IMF has already cancelled 
debt service payments in 25 of the most vulner-
able countries for next six months, through its 
Catastrophe Containment and Relief Trust. Much 
more will be needed.

In the medium term, a comprehensive and faster 
mechanism to restructure debt will be needed to 
facilitate economic recovery and SDG achieve-
ment in developing countries. This will involve 
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Multilateral/Regional 
Collaboration: Trade Policies, 
Connectivity, Policy Coordination 
and Environmental Commons

As the UN Secretary-General has noted, “a 
large scale, coordinated and comprehensive 
multilateral response is needed now more than 
ever”. COVID-19 is a global problem and con-
fronting the effects of the pandemic will require 
global and coordinated efforts supported by 
regional initiatives and regional institutions. 





https://unhabitat.org/sdg-11-synthesis-report-2018-on-cities-and-communities


https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/workers-and-employers-organizations-tripartism-and-social-dialogue/lang--en/index.htm
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the scope and shape of the response to the 
epidemic are taken, and also act as a bridge 
between excluded populations and the state. 
In many countries, the UNDS supports digital 
engagement platforms which can be a use-
ful tool to mobilize community engagement 

https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/applying-and-promoting-international-labour-standards/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.uncdf.org/article/5477/guidance-note-covid19-local-governments
https://www.unicef.org/mena/reports/community-engagement-standards
http://urbancrises.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/1.-Urban-Profiling-For-Better-Responses-to-Humanitarian-Crises-1.pdf
http://urbancrises.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/1.-Urban-Profiling-For-Better-Responses-to-Humanitarian-Crises-1.pdf
https://urbanresiliencehub.org/
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To ensure a development response of unprece-
dented speed, these principles will guide our actions:

	> Transaction costs must be minimized to 
the extent possible, by using existing plat-
forms, capacities, institutions and systems.

	> Flexibility must be enhanced, by draw-
ing on programming and operational 
modalities usually reserved for high risk 
/ conflict / humanitarian responses.

	> Risks must be taken and managed, by 
making full use of entity specific and joint 
risk management tools, and by speeding 
up the sharing of information on what 
work and what doesn’t all at all levels.

	> Coherence and discipline must be everyone’s 
focus, by working with and through collec-
tive initiatives and frameworks, including 
when it comes to resource mobilization.

How we organize ourselves

The heart of the response lies at the national and 
sub-national level, using existing structures. It is 
undertaken under the leadership of the Resident 
Coordinators, with support from UNDP as tech-
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	> The UN country team’s COVID-19 non-pro-
grammatic support to countries, nota-
bly in terms of analysis, policy advice, 
communication and messaging;

	> The engagement with the IFIs and with other 
key partners notably in terms of coherence 
of policy advice and resource mobilization.

In consultations with governments, all UN 
entities will continue and accelerate the 
repurposing of their programmatic portfolio 
and assess which interventions and partner-
ships can be re-oriented and/or scaled up 
to support the response. This will be done 
in a manner which keeps sight of the task to 
advance long term sustainable development 
and tackle structural deficits that have made 

societies so vulnerable to the impact of COVID-
19.  The aim is to anchor, as soon as possible, 
the socio-economic response to COVID-19 
firmly in national development plans and in 
UN Sustainable Development Cooperation 
Frameworks (Cooperation Framework).  

Regional and headquarters leadership should 
enable and support those efforts, including 
with regards to engagement with donors and 
governing bodies and any adjustments needed 
to operational or administrative procedures. 

New programming should only be explored if and 
when capacity and funding are readily available, 
and implementation can begin within the time-
frame of this response. If this means that some 
projects should be stopped and their resources 

CHART 2: COVID-19 COUNTRY LEVEL RESPONSE

Secretary-General

    RC/HC***

Health response

Country

Social and economic 
response and recovery

Humanitarian  
response

Humanitarian country team UN country team**

(WHO*) (UNDP*)(OCHA)

Regional inputs 

(RECs, R-UNSDG, 

 

DCL�Ruwylnql�lffisu)

*������Tusxnysql��uqd**    irrespective of the physical location of the entity *** �

 �In 291countries, RCs also serve as Humanitarian Coordinator appointed by the Emergency Relief Coordinator 

COVID 98 

 

Countr y Level

 

Response





35    A UN FRAMEWORK FOR THE IMMEDIATE SOCIO-ECONOMIC RESPONSE TO COVID-19

UN development system will also make full use 
of existing adaptive and remote programming 
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http://www.emro.who.int/fr/about-who/rc61/zoonotic-diseases.html
https://environmentlive.unep.org/media/docs/assessments/UNEP_Frontiers_2016_report_emerging_issues_of_environmental_concern.pdf
http://www.emro.who.int/fr/about-who/rc61/zoonotic-diseases.html
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The current pandemic and previous zoonotic 

https://www.pnas.org/content/pnas/117/8/3888.full.pdf
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crisis preparedness, while directing the eco-
nomic recovery along a significantly more 
sustainable and carbon-neutral trajectory 
and closing the digital divide.  In recovering 
better, multilateral and regional collabora-
tion will be critical on issues including data; 
technology innovation and transfer, closing 
the digital divide, sustainable finance, debt 
management, and crisis preparedness. 
For example, a coordinated push towards 
the suspension of debt repayments from 
those countries that need it will be critical. 

5.	 Social Cohesion and Community Resilience: 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has many human rights implications for civil, economic, political, social 
and cultural rights. Responses to the pandemic should be consistent with international human rights 
standards and address key human rights concerns. The following list of 10 thematic indicators has 
been developed1 to support national and international efforts towards a human rights-based policy 
response to the crisis, as well as an early warning tool. A few complementary indicators are sug-
gested as well iET
EMCC 
BT
/TT2 
EMC (c)-12.8 (a50.7  S)>T(d as wr34 (a97)147t)-3.2 (u)-11.5 (p)-12.5 (p)-12.4 (o)-10.7f7 (n)-14.9 (t)-3.8 4(u)-7.5 (l)-15 (0 t)-2.8 (c)-14. .5 (p)-12p.7 (i)-612.4 (t)6.3 (1e)-16.3 ()-12.8 (a)-9.1 (ti)-5.9 (o)-1.9 (c)-12.8 (o)-7.3t
-
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HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUES INDICATOR

Rights to information and participation 
Ensure access to accurate and timely 
information at all stages of the crisis, 
and allow meaningful participation of 
the affected populations in decisions on 
COVID-19 related policy responses

•
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HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUES INDICATOR

2.	 Number of countries where the health 
system has been impacted by COVID-
19 and is  impeding access to other 
essential health services2  by the public, 
including women’s access to sexual and 
reproductive health (for instance, birth, 
pre- and post-natal care) and/or chil-
dren immunization (e.g. DTP3) compared 
to the situation before the pandemic 

3.	 Number of recorded cases of physical, 
sexual or psychological violence against 
women, girls and boys, elderly and LGBTI 
qfstpot-!jodmvejoh!!pǽjof!boe!pomjof!wjp-
lence and violence by intimate partners, 

https://www.who.int/publications-detail/covid-19-operational-guidance-for-maintaining-essential-health-services-during-an-outbreak
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HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUES INDICATOR

Complementary indicator: 

	> Adoption/implementation of public 
information campaigns, including state-
ments by political and civil leaders, 
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Entity Full Link to COVID-19 pages
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UNCTAD United Nations Conference 
on Trade and Development

https://unctad.org/en/Pages/
coronavirus.aspx 

UNDESA United Nations Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs

https://www.un.org/ 
development/desa/en/covid-19.html

UNDP United Nations Development 
Programme

https://www.undp.org/coronavirus

UNDRR
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UNODC United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crime

https://www.unodc.org/
unodc/en/covid-19.html 

UNOPS United Nations Office for 
Project Services

https://www.unops.org/news-and-stories/
news/covid-19-stay-up-to-date-with-the-lat-
est-on-unops-support-to-response-efforts 

UNPBSO †† United Nations Peacebuilding 
Support Office

https://www.un.org/en/coronavirus**


