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Introduction

This brief overview presents a number of social protection measures undertaken globally and
in the Western Balkans in the early months of the pandemic and considers the possible future
courses of intervention in Serbia. The consideration of the potential measures that can be
undertaken in case of a crisis is significant in view of the likely new wave of virus infections,
which may result in the reintroduction of lockdown and similar impacts on the poorest and
most vulnerable people. Moreover, since Serbia is also susceptible to natural disasters (e.g.
floods), there is the need to also consider the establishment of a flexible social protection
system to enable a timely and adequate emergency response.

This publication does not address the measures aimed at maintaining the existing employment
level, enhancing social insurance-based benefits or active labour market policies.

Overview of the measures

Based on the World Bank international review of social protection responses to COVID-19
(Gentilini et al, 2020), by 10 July, 200 countries/territories implemented 1,055 social
protection measures in the broader sense (social assistance, social insurance and labour
market interventions).

The most common type of intervention were non-contributory budget-funded social
benefitst — 638 measures, or over 60% of the total number. These benefits were provided to
more than a billion recipients in 176 countries. More than 70% of the measures were new
programmes (454 out of 638 measures), while 79 measures were one-off benefits.

Cash transfers (298) accounted for one half of social assistance programmes. The duration
of cash transfer programmes ranges from 1 to 12 months, averaging at about 3 months
(according to the data for 71 programmes). The amounts are generous, at 29% of the
monthly GDP per capita on average; based on Serbia’s estimated GDP per capita in 2019
(Republicki zavod za statistiku, 2020), they amounted to approximately RSD 18,800.

RAccording to earlier reviews, a large number of countries (57) used social registries to expand
the coverage of beneficiaries (Gentilini et al., 2020a).

Table 1: Programme types

Programmes No. of measures No. of countries
Cash transfers (conditional and unconditional) 298 153
Social pensions 25 22
Sub-total (cash assistance) 323 158
In-kind food/voucher schemes 117 88
School feeding 27 25
Sub-total (in-kind assistance) 144 96
Utility and financial obligation support 156 94

1 Social assistance, according to the World Bank terminology.



Public works 15 12

Total 638 176
Source: Gentilini et al. (2020)

Chart 1. Overview of the improvement of assistance programmes
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Source: Gentilini et al. (2020)

The overview of all social protection interventions, according to the International Labour
Organisation (ILO, 2020) is presented in the Table below:

Table 2: Ten most common social protection responses to the crisis

Programme type No. of countries

Introducing benefits for workers and/or dependents 214
Introducing benefits for poor or vulnerable population 199
Introducing subsidies to or deferring or reducing cost of 124
necessities/utilities

Increasing benefit level 99
Introducing subsidies to wage 98
Extending coverage 87
Improving delivery mechanism/capacity 82
Deferring, reducing or waiving social contribution 79
Increasing resources/budgetary allocation 76
Relaxing or suspending eligibility criteria or conditionalities 52

Source: ILO (2020)

In the conditions of limited fiscal space, it is recommended to opt for targeted measures. If
the purpose of awarding cash benefits is to boost aggregate demand, it should be clear that
the poorer population will surely use these funds for consumption, whereas the better-off
can turn a part of it into savings. Hence the recommendation to undertake the measures
targeting the poor in that case, too (IMF, 2020).

As indicated in the report of the European Anti-Poverty Network, in the European Union,
“many countries are reinforcing income support as short-term measures for those impacted
by COVID-19: increasing levels/coverage of minimum income? and unemployment benefit
levels” (EAPN, 2020, p. 3).

2 An equivalent of financial social assistance — a benefit awarded subject to a means test, often also referred to
as the guaranteed minimum income.



During the crisis, social assistance beneficiaries in the Uestern Balkans received additional
assistance (some municipalities in Bosnia & Herzegovina, Macedonia and Montenegro),
amounts twice as high as the regular assistance (Albania), or even higher (Kosovo?)*
Although the amounts of these benefits are typically low throughout the region, and in some
cases even provided as a one-off (Montenegro) or limited to certain local governments (Bosnia
& Herzegovina)®, the adequacy of the benefits for the poorest has, in fact, improved.

Table 3: Assistance to recipients of non-contributory social benefits, Western Balkans 2020

LAST RESORT SOCIAL ASSISTANCE

Adequacy Amount Duration
AL Double amount During 3 months
BA Additional, in individual municipalities One-off
ME €50 One-off
MK €16 (energy subsidy) 5 months
XK Double + extra €30 the family receives < €100 During 3 months
Extended coverage
AL Applicants since July 2019
MK Elimination of all criteria except income until the end of 2020
XK Households that have not renewed their rights
SOCIAL PENSION
XK €30 the household receives < €100 During 3 months
MK €16 (energy subsidy) 5 months
Extended coverage
XK Households that have not renewed their rights
NEW BENEFITS Amount and target population Duration
AL €300 to workers laid-off during the crisis One-off
€50 to dll registered unemployed non-recipients of
ME social transfers One-off
RS €100 to all adults One-off
XK-1 €130 to households without formal revenue During 3 months
XK -2 €130 to workers laid-off during the crisis During 3 months

Source: Matkovic¢ & Stubbs, 2020

Macedonia, Albania and Kosovo also expanded the circle of social assistance recipients
(extended coverage). Macedonia has temporarily suspended all eligibility criteria for financial
social assistance except the income threshold, effective until the end of 2020 (Bnaaa Ha

3 This designation is without prejudice to positions on status and is in line with UNSCR 1244/1999 and the ICJ
Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence.

4 The experiences in the Western Balkans are written based on Matkovi¢ & Stubbs (2020). Social Protection in
the Western Balkans: Responding to the Covid-19 Crisis. Center for Social Policy & The Friedrich-Ebert-
Stiftung (FES) Dialogue Southeast Europe.

® More information available at: http://starigrad.ba/v2/vijest.php?id=9511;
http://wwuw.centar.ba/novost/16495/novcana-pomoc-penzionerima-i-licima-bez-primanja-starijim-od-

65-godina-
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Peny6nuka CesepHa Makenonuja, 2020). Albania and Kosovo extended the coverage
during the crisis by including those who had applied for assistance in the past year and had
been rejected and/or lost their entitlement and had not renewed it (World Bank, 2020;
Republic of Kosovo, Ministry of Finance and Transfer, 2020).

The governments of Kosovo and Macedonia also increased the adequacy of social pensions.
Same as for social assistance beneficiaries, Macedonia extended social pension recipients’
entitlement to the so-called energy subsidy, which these households usually receive only
during the winter, by additional 5 months. In Kosovo, the recipients of social pensions in the
amount smaller than €100 per month were entitled to additional €30 during the first wave
of the pandemic.

Al countries mostly enabled automatic extension of social benefits for the beneficiaries whose
entitlements expired during the crisis (including those pertaining to child protection).

Serbia is the only country that has not increased the adequacy or coverage of the programmes
targeting the poorest population. A large proportion of the most vulnerable population in
Bosnia & Herzegovina has also received no additional financial support.

In-kind assistance

In most of the countries, extremely poor residents of Roma settlements received food or
hygiene product packages during the total lockdown, often as part of donor-funded
assistance. Deferrals of utility or electricity payments were also a common form of support.
There were also examples of local governments providing assistance packages for minimum
pension recipients (Belgrade). According to Red Cross reports, soup kitchens have mostly
resumed their work throughout the region. The Government of the Republic of Srpska
distributed essential food parcels to socially disadvantaged households.

Many governments also introduced new (mostly one-off) cash benefit schemes, intended for
the unemployed (Rlbania, Montenegro, Kosovo) or even for all citizens (Serbia). Serbia is one
of 5 countries in the world® that awarded cash assistance to all adults in the amount of €100,
but not until the lockdown was lifted. The total expenditures on this purpose amounted to
1.3% of the 2019 GDP. The administrative solutions for applying and payments were very
efficient.”

Kosovo made an effort to also include households that generated income solely in the informal
economy. During the three months of the pandemic, a new programme was introduced, open
for applications by all households that did not have any income from formal employment or
payments from the budget. The application procedure was simple and required only a

€ Others were Hong Kong, South Korea, Singapore and Japan.

7 More information available at: https://wwuw.paragraf.rs/propisi/pravilnik-o-nacinu-prijave-uplate-
jednokratne-novcane-pomoci.html; https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/uredba-o-formiranju-privremenog-
registra-i-uplati-novcane-pomoci-drzavljanima.html
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