Global Coalition for
SOCIAL PROTECTION FLOORS

Response from the Global Coalition for Social Protection Floors
to the World Bank’s new Strategy for Social Protection

With this statement, the Global Coalition for Social Protection Floors (GCSPF), representing more than 120

civil society organisations and trade unions from all over the world, intends to react to the World Bank’s new
strategy for social protection, published under the title “Charting a Course Towards Universal Social

I"

Protection: Resilience, Equity, and Opportunity for al

Recognising the human right to social security, as well as the central role that social protection plays in
ensuring adequate standards of living, promoting inclusive and sustainable growth, enhancing resilience, and
achieving the Sustainable Development Goal (SDGs), the GCSPF promotes the right of all people to social
security and universal Social Protection Floors (SPF).

The GCSPF therefore welcomes the explicit commitment by the World Bank to Universal Social Protection
(USP). We further appreciate the strategy’s systems approach to social protection, emphasising that
comprehensive and effective coverage requires expansions of interconnected social insurance, social
assistance, economic inclusion programmes, and care services. The recognition that social protection is not
just an effective tool to fight poverty, but also vital to help people face a wider range of challenges and
vulnerabilities throughout their lives, is likewise important. The emphasis that social protection, as well as tax
systems, can reduce inequality is also crucial. While ambitious plans to expand coverage are necessary to close
the large coverage gaps, the World Bank's strategy rightly highlights the importance of ensuring the adequacy
of benefits and the inclusion of marginalised and vulnerable groups that may face barriers to access. Given the
widespread exclusion of informal workers from social protection systems, it is encouraging that efforts to
extend coverage to the ‘missing majority’ are central to the World Bank’s new strategy.

The GCSPF also agrees that social spending is a necessary and effective investment in human development, as
well as inclusive and sustainable growth. We hope that the new World Bank strategy represents a step up of
support from International Financial Institutions on social protection, enabling in particular low-income
countries to put in place adequate and comprehensive social protection systems in line with people’s rights.
Increased investment in social protection is particularly important in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic,
which has decimated the incomes of the world’s poorest people and left low-income countries exposed to the
current social, economic and ecological ‘polycrises’.

While the GCSPF appreciates the overall direction of the World Bank’s new social protection strategy, we have
a number of serious concerns. Primarily, we are surprised by the lack of references and alignment with
human rights and international labour standards. It thus appears as though the World Bank’s vision of
universal social protection deviates from internationally agreed commitments and definitions, in particular
social security minimum standards set out in ILO Convention 102 and Recommendation 202.

The GCSPF also disagrees with the role that private finance is accorded, as well as the promotion of
voluntary private schemes, which are promoted as key mechanisms to expand coverage, in particular for
informal workers, and presented as ‘alternatives’ rather than complements to public social security. Given the
often low and volatile earnings of informal workers, and following the devastating impacts of the COVID-19

crisis, it is questionable whether individual savings accounts alone will offer much protection. The continued

promotion of individualised and privatised approaches to social protection is all the more disappointing as the
strategy recognises that the previous wave of pension privatisations in Latin America and Eastern Europe “did
not lead to the expansion in coverage that early reformers envisioned, and the systems are also increasingly
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failing to deliver adequate pensions” (page 36). It is therefore crucial that the World Bank re-considers these
efforts to individualise and privatise social protection and recognizes that the responsibility to realise the
human right to social security cannot fall entirely on individuals but is instead a responsibility of governments.
The GCSPF disagrees with the World Bank’s dismissive stance towards public social insurance systems and
their ability to include informal workers, which certainly requires adaptations of systems but is clearly possible,
as a number of countries are showing.

Even though the strategy is framed around universal social protection, it underplays existing efforts of
governments to provide universal protection. The strategy claims that governments “have played a role in
increasing access to risk management tools, but only in limited ways. [...]. First, they provide social assistance
to a limited portion of the population who are either income-poor or vulnerable” (page 18). This ignores the
fact that numerous countries across the income spectrum have made significant progress towards USP and
introduced universal child benefits and social pensions.

While rightly emphasising the importance of reaching excluded and hard-to-reach groups, the strategy fails
to recognise that universal programs tend to be the most effective way to reach all and leave no one behind.

More generally, the strategy lacks a clearly articulated and credible pathway for the progression from largely
poverty-targeted to universal systems. Therefore, we call on the World Bank to develop, through meaningful
consultation, concrete action plans at national levels to move towards universality. It is concerning that in the
recent past, the World Bank has discouraged or opposed the introduction of universal programs in many

contexts. Moreover, we are worried that the World Bank is blurring the conceptual distinction between
means-tested and universal benefits in an effort to reconcile the discrepancy between its endorsement of USP
and its continued operational focus on narrowly targeted ‘safety nets’. While the strategy is less explicitly
advocating for poverty-targeting than previous documents and refers to ‘progressive realization’ rather than
“progressive universalism” the World Bank’s approach still fails to live up to the principles of social protection

standards. Indeed, the persistent focus on poverty-targeting is evident in the promotion of ‘social registries’.
While recognising significant challenges in their design and implementation, the strategy does not present

convincing arguments or evidence that “dynamic inclusion” can overcome these challenges.

Despite welcoming the necessity of addressing unpaid care and domestic work, it is concerning that the World
Bank appears to assume that the default provider of care services should be the private sector, with the state
merely regulating or providing financing. Indeed, public care services are presented as if they were needed
only in case of particular difficulties in the household. The GCSPF reiterates that care and education services
should be publicly organised and accessible to all. The strategy could offer a more critical framing of the
burden of unpaid domestic work, recognising the role of patriarchy, and that the impact of austerity on
households is often cushioned by women absorbing both paid employment and domestic responsibilities
simultaneously.

Finally, while appreciating the opportunities to engage with the World Bank during the development of the
strategy, we regret that it was shared only in its final form, with no possibility to react to it. In addition, the
finalised version did not take on board the comments provided by civil society in the process.

The strategy closes by stressing the importance of partnerships and collaboration between governments,
donors, civil society, labour unions, and the private sector to achieve universal protection. As civil society, we
intend to do our part by holding duty bearers to account, amplifying the voices of the people, and supporting
the realisation of universal and rights-based social protection for all. We call on the World Bank to ensure the
meaningful participation of civil society, unions and workers’ organisations in the operationalisation of the
strategy at all levels.

November 2022.
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