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TRIBUNE: IN-DEPTH ANALYSIS

GLOBAL FUND FOR SOCIAL PROTECTION

Social security for all

For years, social experts have proposed the 
establishment of a Global Fund for Social 
Protection – an international institution to 
help low-income countries develop the 
capacity to finance a minimum level of social 
protection for their population. The debate is 
now gaining momentum.

By Markus Kaltenborn and Laura Kreft

Amid the Covid-19 crisis, the proposal for 
a Global Fund for Social Protection has re-
cently been taken up by a major interna-
tional actor for the first time: in September 
2020, the French government teamed up 
with the UN Special Rapporteur on extreme 
poverty and human rights to stage a High-
Level Expert Meeting on the “Establishment 
of a Global Fund – Social Protection for All”.

It is highly likely that creating such an 
institution will also be among the topics dis-
cussed by the G20 – the group of leading in-
dustrialised and emerging economies – and 
the UN Human Rights Council this year. The 
aim is to overcome financing problems that 
a number of low-income countries face in 
trying to provide a minimum level of social 
security for their population. That includes 
achieving basic income security and access 
to essential health care.

Each country ultimately needs to pro-
vide social protection from its own resourc-
es, of course – for example through fiscal 
budgets or social insurance systems. Due to 
economic difficulties, however, some coun-
tries are simply not in a position to do so – at 
least not in the short or medium term.

PRESENT SUPPORT

The international community already pro-
vides the governments of those countries 
with technical support for creating the ad-
ministrative structures required for social 
protection systems. What is often lacking, 
however, are the means to ensure stable 
funding for programmes. People living in 
the poorest countries of the world cannot 
wait for sufficient domestic resources to be 
mobilised. They need protection now.

Even before the Covid-19 crisis, the 
International Labour Organization (ILO) 
flagged up the size of the gaps that still exist 
in social protection worldwide (ILO, 2017). 
More than two thirds of the world popula-
tion (about 5.2 billion people) have limited 
or no access to basic social protection. The 
pandemic has now made it abundantly 
clear how important it is for countries to 
have functioning and solidly financed social 
protection systems. Lockdown measures, 
for example, have deprived many people 

of their livelihood. Even though social pro-
tection has been strengthened in many 
countries over the past year and a number 
of new protection mechanisms have been 
developed, the measures taken are mostly 
temporary.

A Global Fund for Social Protection 
could help low-income countries develop 
a long-term capacity to finance social pro-
tection programmes for their populations 

and thus prevent the further spread of ex-
treme poverty.

MANDATE AND ORGANISATIONAL 
STRUCTURES

It is still unclear how likely it is that such 
a fund actually will be established in the 
foreseeable future – and if it is established, 
what its specific assignments will be. A 
number of suggestions are contained in 
a recent call for the establishment of such 
a fund by the international civil society al-
liance Global Coalition for Social Protection 
Floors  (GCSPF). Its core task, according to 
the GCSPF, should be to co-finance basic 
social protection systems – on a transitional 
basis – for low-income countries that lack 
sufficient tax revenue and for countries in 

crisis (e.g. due to natural disasters or eco-
nomic crises) that temporarily lack the ca-
pacity to fund such systems.

The GCSPF proposal envisages a man-
date for the fund that would also include ac-
tion to improve domestic resource mobilisa-
tion. The organisations that have signed the 
call believe it is important that the fund’s 
activities should be in line with the ILO So-
cial Protection Floors Recommendation, P
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Basic social security includes general preventive health care: a health centre for children in 

Senegal. 
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which makes clear that social protection 
needs to be financed as a matter of princi-
ple from national resources. International 
aid can therefore only ever be an interim 
solution. The ILO recommendation also sets 
out a number of additional and equally im-
portant principles, including universality of 
protection and a rights-based approach.

Organisational aspects also need to be 
clarified. Among other things, for example, 
the question of where the new fund could be 
positioned in the institutional architecture 
of global social policy needs to be answered. 
One conceivable option would be a financing 
mechanism closely linked to the ILO and the 
World Health Organization (WHO), which are 
responsible for social protection and health-
care issues within the UN. Another variant 
could be a fund established alongside the 
United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) or under the umbrella of the Univer-
sal Social Protection 2030 Partnership (USP 
2030), a global alliance of governmental and 
non-governmental organisations.

The composition and operation of the 
fund’s decision-making bodies would need 
to be in line with the human rights-based 
approach and the Global Partnership for Ef-
fective Development Co-operation (GPEDC) 
guidelines. The GPEDC calls for principles 
such as country ownership, inclusive part-

nerships, transparency and accountability 
as well as adequate participation of civil so-
ciety.

NEW GLOBAL INITIATIVES NEEDED

Many details of a new global fund are thus 
still under discussion. But there is no doubt 
about the urgent need for action. The glob-
al community still has a long way to go to 
achieve Sustainable Development Goal 1.3 
(implement nationally appropriate social 
protection systems and measures for all, in-
cluding floors, and by 2030 achieve substan-
tial coverage of the poor and vulnerable).

A financing and coordination mecha-
nism at the global level could be an option to 
bundle international donors’ present efforts 
to help low-income countries develop stable 
social protection systems and thus make 
those efforts significantly much more effec-
tive. At the same time, a new institution of 
this kind would motivate donors to increase 
their financial support in this area. And this 
is indeed urgently needed.
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