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The Covid-19 crisis has once again exposed the weaknesses 
inherent in Pakistan’s social protection mechanisms. 
The essence of any social safety-net program is that it 
should especially support vulnerable groups during a 
crisis. However, these social protection mechanisms have 
remained ineffective due to several structural barriers in the 
system.  Key challenges including a lack of reliable data, 
unavailability of a national registry of vulnerable workers 

and weak institutional mechanisms have been brought to 
the fore due to the Covid-19 situation. A renewed focus 
on protecting and providing relief to vulnerable workers 
and those left jobless due to the pandemic is essential for 
Pakistan to be able to launch an effective recovery. This 
policy brief offers findings and recommendations with an 
emphasis on Punjab province, home to Pakistan’s largest 
workforce. 

KEY ACTIONS RECOMMENDED
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Update of the National Data Registry of Vulnerable Workers
The issue of availability of reliable data on vulnerable workers and other groups remains a major challenge. 
The government should leverage NADRA as well as the Ehsaas and BISP progammes to update existing data 
and launch campaigns for the inclusion of other vulnerable groups in the data base, incorporating critical 
demographic aspects such as sex, disabilities, and geographic locations.

Development of a Unified Social Protection Scheme
Pandemic relief efforts saw duplication of social protection programmes run by different government 
departments. There is a need to develop a unified worker registration system and benefits disbursement 
mechanism to streamline social protection and to reduce the challenges posed by fragmented programmes.

Provision of Universal Protection in Punjab Province
Punjab is the economic backbone of Pakistan as well as home to its largest workforce; however, the social 
protection coverage remains weak and should be expanded to all vulnerable workers in coverage schemes. 

Implementation of Existing Laws and Policies and Regular Reporting
Efforts should be made to ensure effective implementation of laws and raising awareness so that citizens 
can make effective demands on their employers or the government to take action. The federal and provincial 
governments could publish an annual report on initiatives for social protection highlighting successes and gaps. 

Capacity Building of Social Protection Institutions
There is a need to enhance and strengthen the capacity of key social protection institutions like the Social 
Protection Authority Punjab. The SPAP is a new institution which requires capacity building efforts for playing its 
role effectively.  

Improving Intergovernmental Coordination Mechanisms
The appointment of focal persons, regularized data sharing and other measures should be considered to 
enhance coordination and cooperation within government departments. This was weak during the pandemic 
response.

Wider Consultations and Engagement with Stakeholders
A consultative and inclusive approach to social protection is likely to be more effective and transparent. There is 
a need to engage with various stakeholders including workers’ groups, labour unions and women workers’ groups 
for formulating inclusive social protection schemes. 

Effective Local Government System 
Holding of elections for local governments and establishment and strengthening of local government systems/
structures should be a top priority for all four provinces as this pillar of governance is considered most accessible 
to citizens during any crisis. LGs should play a critical role in formulating local level social protection mechanisms 
including data collection, eligibility criteria, and identification of vulnerable groups.

This policy brief is written by Ehsan ul Haq who is a development professional with 15 years of experience of working in the development 
sector in Pakistan. His main areas of work include social protection, livelihood, vulnerability and poverty analysis, human rights along with 
wider issues of governance reforms in social sector and justice system.
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World economies were shaken in 2020 by the shocks 
inflicted by the onset of Covid-19, with widespread closures 
of businesses and other economic activities to halt the 
spread of the virus.  The situation in Pakistan was no 
different. To curb the spread of COVID-19, the government 
imposed lockdowns in March 2020 by closing down all 
business activities in the country.  Before the pandemic, 
Pakistan’s economy appeared to be on a trajectory of 
stabilisation1. However, when Covid-19 hit the country it 
evidently changed the economic outlook as Pakistan’s 
economy witnessed negative growth first time in 68 years2.  
During the peak of the first wave of the pandemic, the Punjab 
province also imposed lockdown in March 20203. Punjab is 
widely recognised as the backbone of Pakistan’s economy. 
The major sectors of the province’s economy are agriculture, 
industry and services sector4.  The share of the informal 
sector is around 72 per cent of the employment in main jobs 
outside agriculture5. And the share of vulnerable employment 
in Pakistan is more than 56 percent6. The gender dynamics 
of employment reveal that female vulnerable workers are 
less likely to have formal work arrangements7. Job losses 
were observed in almost all sectors ranging from wholesale, 
retail trade, textile, and brick kiln to the agriculture and 
transportation sectors8. The impact on daily wagers was 
particularly devastating9. It was estimated that there are 
around 4 million daily wagers in Punjab alone who were 
affected by the pandemic10. These workers are unregistered 
in public labour and social protection systems and thus it 
becomes  challenging for the government to provide relief 
to this vulnerable segment during times of crisis11. The 
availability of actual data on job losses remains a major gap.

To respond to the situation created by the pandemic, 
the federal government announced a relief package of 
approximately Rs 1.2 trillion in the last week of March 
2020. Following the footsteps of the federal government, 
the  Punjab government also announced relief package of 
Rs 10 billion. Under this package Rs 4,000 per month were 
to be given to 2.5 million families of daily wage workers12.   
The Punjab Social Protection Authority established in 2015 
is the main body responsible for formulating policies and 
mechanism for social protection in the province. However, 
the implementation of Covid-19 relief package for the 
vulnerable workers faced some major challenges. The first 
and foremost challenge was around unavailability of data for 
vulnerable workers and poor13. Issues of institutional capacity 
and coordination between different federal and provincial 
departments also came to the surface14. The associated 
challenges of low coverage, weak implementations of laws 
were also brought into focus during this crisis. 

Social security and social protection are classified as a 
basic human right under various international human rights 
frameworks15.  Article 38 of the Constitution of Pakistan 
provides the basis for promotion of social and economic 
well-being of the people16.  The Covid-19 crisis has once 
again exposed the weaknesses inherent in the existing 
social protection mechanism in Pakistan. The essence of 
any welfare programme is that it should especially support 
vulnerable groups in the time of a crisis. However, these 
social protection mechanisms have remained ineffective 
due to several structural barriers in the system.  Key 
challenges including a lack of reliable data, unavailability 
of any national registry of vulnerable workers and weak 



institutional mechanisms have been brought to the fore due 
to the Covid-19 situation. Despite these shortcomings the 
federal and provincial governments made some efforts to 
reach the vulnerable and provide relief, albeit with limited 
capacity and resources.   

There is a need to devise more efficient data systems for 
keeping the record of the vulnerable groups in the country 
and in the province(s). In the absence of reliable data all 
efforts for reaching out to the most vulnerable groups 
have limited impact. There is also a need to strengthen the  
existing institutional mechanisms for social protection at 

the provincial level so that they can be activated rapidly 
during times of crisis. The involvement of all relevant 
stakeholders including labour rights groups, workers unions, 
key government bodies and civil society in wider consultation 
would be an important step for designing effective policies 
not only on development of data systems but also on more 
efficient social protection policies. In a resource scarce 
context, working in partnership with non-government entities 
is critical to casting a wider net for labour rights and social 
protection.
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT  

According to initial estimates by the World Bank, global 
economic growth could shrink by almost 8 per cent in 202017. 
The situation in Pakistan is no different. To curb the spread 
of COVID-19 virus, the government imposed lockdowns 
during the early onset of the pandemic by closing down all 
business activities and banning transport in the country. 

Before the onset of the pandemic, many international 
financial firms were indicating that Pakistan’s economy was 
on a stabilizing path18. Covid-19 dramatically changed the 
economic outlook, with experts predicting that Pakistan’s 
economy may face negative growth first time in 68 years19. 

As of November 2020, Pakistan is facing a second wave of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Pakistan was on a slow recovery 
from the shocks of the first wave and the measures taken 
during that time. The government took some steps for 

revival of the economy which included an economic stimulus 
package of 1200 billion rupees for key sectors as well as 
for direct relief to citizens.  

Due to these measures and some support from the 
international financial institutions, the economy has started 
showing some positive recovery trends. For instance, a 
large construction sector package has started yielding 
some results according to the State Bank of Pakistan20. 
However, the second wave of Covid-19 is likely to offset 
such efforts as the federal and provincial governments 
reinstate various restrictions to prevent a steep rise in 
cases and mortality21. A renewed focus on protecting and 
providing relief to vulnerable workers and those left jobless 
due to the pandemic is essential for Pakistan to be able to 
launch an effective recovery. 

17The Global Economic Outlook During the COVID-19 Pandemic: The World Bank- June 8, 2020 https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2020/06/08/the-
global-economic-outlook-during-the-covid-19-pandemic-a-changed-world
18Moody’s upgrades Pakistan’s outlook from negative to stable The Dawn 03 Dec 2019  
19Pakistan’s GDP to show negative growth of 0.38% after 68 years By News Desk -May 18, 2020
20Industrial sector begins expansion CPEC’s second phase expected to generate more demand for cement, steel Express Tribune-November 10, 2020 
https://tribune.com.pk/story/2271676/industrial-sector-begins-expansion 
21Amid possible COVID-19 second wave, Pakistan fears economic halt- The Nation October 28, 2020 
https://nation.com.pk/28-Oct-2020/amid-possible-covid-19-second-wave-pakistan-fears-economic-halt 
22Province wise provisional results of census – 2017 Pakistan Bureau of Statics http://www.pbs.gov.pk/sites/default/files/PAKISTAN%20TEHSIL%20WISE%20
FOR%20WEB%20CENSUS_2017.pdf 
23CM Punjab Usman Buzdar announces lockdown in Punjab ARY News Mar Mar 23, 2020 
https://arynews.tv/en/cm-punjab-usman-buzdar-lockdown-punjab/ 
24Factors affecting agricultural production of Punjab (Pakistan)- Hammad Badar*, Abdul Ghafoor* *Deptt. of Marketing & Agribusiness, University of Agriculture, 
Faisalabad 
https://pakjas.com.pk/papers/303.pdf

Punjab is the largest province of Pakistan, with an estimated  
population of 110 billion22. During the first wave of the 
pandemic, the government imposed widespread lockdowns 
which had implications for not only the province but also 
the national economy23. The Punjab province is known as 

the backbone of Pakistan’s economy. Major sectors in the 
province include agriculture, industry and services – each 
of these have a significant proportion of informal workers 
vulnerable to economic shocks24. The World Bank warned 
in one assessment that the informal sector of the economy 
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will be the main victim of a pandemic-based recession 
in the country25. According to the Labour Force Survey 
2017-18, informal sector comprises around 72 per cent of 
employment in main jobs outside agriculture26. The share 
of vulnerable employment is more than 56 per cent of 
overall employment in Pakistan27, with a pronounced gender 
gap - the ratio for men in this vulnerability is 52 per cent 
while for women it is 71 per cent. The gender dynamics of 
employment in Pakistan also mean that female vulnerable 
workers are less likely to have formal work arrangements 
leading to a lack of decent working conditions, adequate 
social security and representation by trade unions and 
similar organizations28.

Job losses were observed in almost all sectors ranging from 
wholesale, retail trade, textile, and brick kiln to agriculture 
and transportation sectors29. The impact on daily wagers 
was particularly devastating as they often remain invisible 
and are likely to suffer more in any disaster or pandemic 
situation30.  An estimated 4 million daily wagers in Punjab 
were affected by the pandemic31. Apart from the formal  
industrial sector, the informal sector in social services like 
education also suffered32.  These workers are unregistered 
in government systems and thus it becomes challenging 
for the state to reach to them during its relief and social 
protection efforts33.

Similar concerns and findings were echoed during a 
workshop arranged by DRI in Lahore in November 2020 on 
labour issues which was also attended by key policymakers, 
government officials and representatives of labour rights 
groups and workers unions. 

According to the findings shared during the workshop, 
Punjab’s labour force comprises an estimated 38.6 million 
workers; an estimated 40 to 50 per cent of these workers 
were laid off due to the pandemic.  Participants also testified 
that 58 per cent of these workers are classified as vulnerable, 
which includes numerous categories including informal 
workers, daily wagers, bonded labourers etc.  Only 20 per 
cent workers in the province are believed to be covered 
under social protection schemes. 

However, there were no exact estimates available about 
jobs and employment losses. The  economy remains 
significantly undocumented and informal sector operates 
in the absence of any regulatory mechanisms - making it 
extremely challenging to compile reliable data on job or 
employment related indicators.  For the assessment of 
losses, the federal government initiated a survey through the 
Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS) in October 202034. An 
important component of the survey will be the assessment 
of job losses in the country due to Covid-19 pandemic, 
should it be successfully conducted. 
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31Impact of COVID-19 pandemic on micro, small, and medium-sized Enterprises operating in Pakistan- Author MohsinShafi Junrong Liu Wenju Ren   
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2590051X20300071
32Low-cost private schools may not be able to survive COVID-19 crisis –The News April1 2020 https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/637486-low-cost-private-
schools-may-not-be-able-to-survive-covid-19-crisis 
33Workshop Report-DRI workshop on Labor issue-5 November 2020 Lahore
34Pakistan Bureau of Statics-October 2020 
http://www.pbs.gov.pk/content/special-survey-evaluating-impact-covid-19-wellbeing-people-0 

The gender dynamics of employment in Pakistan also mean that female 
vulnerable workers are less likely to have formal work arrangements leading to a 
lack of decent working conditions, adequate social security and representation 
by trade unions and similar organizations.
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Social security and social protection are classified as a 
basic human right under various international human rights 
standards. Social security responds to the universal need for 
protection against certain life risks and social needs. Social 
security is considered an important part of human rights 
standards as it is directly related to the well-being of human 
beings. This right has been classified as a fundamental 
human right in the Articles 22 & 23 of Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (UDHR) which specifically elaborates 
the right to social security and social protection35. The UN 
“International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights” obligates the states party to the convention that 
everyone should have the right to social security, including 
social insurance (Article 9)36.

Article 38 of the Constitution of Pakistan provides the basis 
for promotion of social and economic well-being of the 
people37. This article is part of the Principles of Policy of 
the Constitution. However, social protection is explicitly not 
included in the constitution, a fact rehearsed recently by the 
Ehsaas policy statement which stated that the government 
is intending to introduce a new constitutional amendment 
to move Article 38(d) from the “Principles of Policy” section 
into the “Fundamental Rights” section38.

This would be an important step as this amendment would 
make provision of basic life necessities a state responsibility. 

The Concept of Social Protection Floors

Social protection floors are nationally defined sets of 
basic social security guarantees that should ensure, as a 
minimum that, over the life cycle, all in need have access 
to essential health care and to basic income security. 
National social protection floors should comprise at 
least the following four social security guarantees, as 
defined at the national level:

I. Access to essential health care, including maternity 
care;

II. Basic income security for children, providing access 
to nutrition, education, care and any other necessary 
goods and services;

III. Basic income security for persons in active age who 
are unable to earn sufficient income, in particular in 
cases of sickness, unemployment, maternity and 
disability;

IV. Basic income security for older persons.

Such guarantees should be provided to all residents and 
all children, as defined in national laws and regulations, 
and subject to existing international obligations.
ILO- Social protection floor

https://www.ilo.org/secsoc/areas-of-work/policy-development-and-
applied-research/social-protection-floor/lang--en/index.htm

THE RATIONALE AND FRAMEWORK OF SOCIAL PROTECTION

To respond to the economic challenges created by the 
pandemic and to alleviate the suffering of vulnerable workers, 
the federal government announced an economic relief and 
stimulus package of approximately Rs 1.2 trillion in March 
2020 which included allocation of 200 billion rupees for 
the daily wage labourers39. Under this package ten million 
people belonging to low-income groups were to receive 
an amount of Rs 12, 000 for four months on a lump sum 
basis40.  Following the footsteps of the federal government, 

the Punjab government also announced a relief package of 
Rs 10 billion. Under this package Rs 4,000 per month were 
to be given to 2.5 million families of daily wage workers41. 

The Punjab Social Protection Authority (PSPA) is the main 
body responsible for formulating policies and mechanisms 
for social protection in the province. The authority was 
established in 2015 after an assessment by the World Bank 
in 2013 which highlighted problems around duplication 
of efforts and fragmentation of programming. The 

THE INITIAL CHALLENGES IN SOCIAL PROTECTION RESPONSE
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report recommended the creation of a social protection 
authority which would have the overarching responsibility 
of coordination and consolidation of all social protection 
initiatives42. 

The pandemic appears to have led to an increased role for 
the PSPA. The authority has taken up a number of initiatives 
to provide policy guidelines and a roadmap for future social 
protection schemes in the province—including cash transfers 
(both conditional and unconditional schemes). However, 
relief packages for the vulnerable and poor encountered a 
number of key challenges which constrained government 
efforts to reach out to deserving workers and their families.

 

The Challenge of Data: Unavailable and 
Outdated 

The first and foremost challenge which came during the 
implementation of the social protection package announced 
by the government was unavailability of data on vulnerable 
workers and the poor.  This was a two-fold challenge:  either 
there was no data at all related to vulnerable workers or the 
available data was outdated43. As a result, the government 
of Punjab struggled for over a month to reach poor and 
vulnerable workers44. In the absence of reliable data the 
provincial governments prepared potential beneficiary 
lists either on the basis of the Benazir Income Support 
Programme (BISP) record or on a local contacts basis for 
the award of cash grants as there was no reliable systematic 
mechanism in place to reach to the deserving workers44.  
Before the introduction of BISP in 2008-09 the social safety 
net schemes in Pakistan included several social assistance 
programmes such as Bait-ul Maal and Zakat schemes 
with very limited coverage46. All these programmes had to 
face the problems of targeting and data collection, weak 
institutional and disbursement mechanisms and other 
similar issues. The impact of these programmes on poverty 
alleviation also remained negligible47. 

Capacity and Coordination Issues 

Official documents of the Punjab government testify to 
the fact that institutionalised social protection in Punjab 
is still in its nascent stage.  The Punjab Social Protection 
Authority, the main body responsible for formulating and 
implementing social protection policies and mechanisms 
in the province, was only made operational in 201548. In 
addition to this, there were issues of institutional capacity 
and preparedness in terms of social protection system which 
require significant improvement in the current scenario to be 
able to implement any effective response to the magnitude 
of the COVID-19 crisis49. According to ILO estimates, social 
protection mechanisms are generally weak in the South 
Asia region50. Due to these factors in case of any disaster or 
pandemic situation, citizens in various vulnerable categories 
including daily wagers and informally employed workers, 
are likely to suffer more.  Response and relief efforts also 
faced coordination issues between relevant federal and 
provincial departments for effective implementation of 
such programmes51. 

Weak Implementation of Existing Legal 
Framework

There are multiple laws to cover various aspects of social 
security, social protection and social insurance of workers 
in Pakistan. For example, the Factories Act is applicable to 
any establishment where 10 or more workers are employed. 
Similarly, the Shops and Establishments law is applicable 
to any such place of business where even a single worker 
is employed. On the other hand, the Employees’ Old Age 
Benefits Act (EOBI) is applicable to enterprises wherein five 
or more workers are engaged52. In addition to this there are 
other laws which cover social protection in one way or the 
other. However, the effective implementation and regular 
monitoring of such laws remains an on-going challenge.

42Punjab Social Protection Authority- https://pspa.punjab.gov.pk/background 
43Punjab Social Protection Authority- Integrated social protection system a systems approach for disaster preparedness and response-June 2020   
https://pspa.punjab.gov.pk/system/files/Report.pdf 
44One-month lockdown: Punjab govt yet to collect affected daily wagers, labourers data for aid disbursement The News- April 23, 2020 
https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/648521-one-month-lockdown-punjab-govt-yet-to-collect-affected-daily-wagers-labourers-data-for-aid-disbursement
45Position Paper Pakistan Workers Federation (PWF) Coronavirus-19 (from 15th March to 15th April, 2020) https://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/pwf_covid-19_
position_paper_15_4_2020.pdf
46The World Bank Group-Social Protection in Pakistan  https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/pakistan/brief/social-protection-in-
pakistan#:~:text=Traditionally%2C%20Pakistan’s%20social%20protection%20system,servants%20and%20private%20sector%20workers. 
47Making an impact? Analysis of Social Protection Programs in Pakistan- Syeda Mahnaz Hassan- 2015 
http://pu.edu.pk/images/journal/history/PDF-FILES/11-%20Syeda%20Mahnaz%20Hassan_52-1-15.pdf 
48RISE Punjab-Responsive Investment for social protection and Economic Stimulus-Punjab’s Post Covid-19 Public Investment Strategy- Government of 
Punjab-April-May 2020  https://finance.punjab.gov.pk/system/files/risepunjan2021.pdf
49Ibid
50ILO-The Protection We Want Social Outlook for Asia and the Pacific-Post Covid assessment 2020 
https://www.ilo.org/secsoc/information-resources/publications-and-tools/books-and-reports/WCMS_758165/lang--en/index.htm 
51Punjab Social Protection Authority- Integrated social protection system a systems approach for disaster preparedness and response-June 2020  
https://pspa.punjab.gov.pk/system/files/Report.pdf 
52Social protection for labour-Iftikhar Ahamd- The News Political Economy May 3, 2020 https://www.thenews.com.pk/tns/detail/652670-social-protection-
for-labour



Lack of Enforcement of New  
Legislation 

In addition to existing laws, there are two important pieces 
of legislation– the Punjab Domestic Workers Act 2019 and 
the Punjab Home Based Workers bill—which are extremely 
significant in the context of vulnerable workers. These laws 
are crucial in providing legal cover to the workers of informal 
economy, the large number of which are women workers. 
However, the“Punjab Home Based Workers’ Bill” is pending 
in the Legislative Committee of the Labour Department 
since 201553. The Punjab Domestic Workers Act 2019, on 
the other hand, remains unenforced due to absence of the 
necessary governing body54.

Low Social Protection Coverage

The pandemic threw into sharp relief the limited net cast by 
social protection schemes in Pakistan. Despite the existence 
of multiple laws and policies, the civilian workforce with 
social protection coverage is not more than 11 percent55.  
There are some legal and technical challenges as well. For 
example, currently the registration of workers with social 
protection institutions such as EOBI is the responsibility of 
the employer. If the employer fails to register the workers 
there is no recourse. However, if workers were allowed 
to self-register, it would make the registration process 
speedier and a majority of workers will be covered. Most 
of the existing social safety and social security schemes 
in Pakistan are designed and developed for formal sector 
employees, excluding the workers and employees of the 
informal sector56. These schemes include pension funds 
for government employees, Employees Old Age Benefits 
Institution (EOBI), Public Sector Benevolent Funds and 
Group Insurance, Employees Social Security or Institutions, 
Provincial Employees Social Security Scheme and Workers 
Welfare Funds (WWF).  However, these programmes are 
only available to the workers of the formal sector and hence 
these schemes do not cover agriculture workers, the workers 
of informal economy and temporary or contractual formal 
sector workers57.  

Reactive Social Protection Programming

Most of the programmes in social protection have adopted a 
reactive approach rather than a proactive approach58. There 
are no inbuilt mechanisms to be activated in time of crisis. 
On the other hand, the unavailability of reliable information 
poses a serious challenge for any social protection scheme. 
Due to these factors there is a growing realization within the 
social sector policy debate that these obstacles should be 
removed and schemes should be extended to the workers of 
the informal economy. In an encouraging development, these 
realities are reflected in the new strategy paper of Punjab 
Social Protection Authority on Responsive Investment 
for Social Protection and Economic Stimulus (RISE)59. In 
the post-Covid scenario it became imperative to not only 
revise and reform existing schemes but also to expand 
such schemes to the most vulnerable groups through an 
effective and robust institutional mechanism. The 18th 
constitutional amendment which devolved power from the 
federal level also provides an opportunity for the provinces 
to launch their own universal social protection schemes.

Local Government — a Missing Link

The local government system is a critical pillar in 
democracies which can ensure more efficient, timely 
and effective responses at the grassroots level in any 
crisis situation. All over the world, Covid-19 relief efforts 
were organised, managed and regulated by the relevant 
local governments. However, in Pakistan such efficiency 
was not possible due to the absence of functioning local 
governments.  Ironically, this was not for the first time – relief 
and rehabilitation efforts were hampered during the floods 
of 2010 due to a comparable absence of local government 
as well60. This missing link was highlighted by a number of 
studies conducted in the wake of Pakistan’s Covid-19 crisis 
response. The UNDP, for instance, stressed the importance 
of the local governments in the relief efforts in such crises 
and urged  the immediate establishment of effective local 
government systems in all four provinces61. DRI has also 
made similar recommendations62. 
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53Covid-19 fallout: Lack of legislation hinders govt support for hapless home-based workers 29 May 2020 Dawn- https://www.dawn.com/news/1560064/covid-19-
fallout-lack-of-legislation-hinders-govt-support-for-hapless-home-based-workers
54Punjab Domestic Workers Act Remains Unenforced Due To Absence Of Governing Body-24 January 2020 Nayadaur- http://nayadaur.tv/amp/2020/01/punjab-
domestic-workers-act-remains-unenforced-due-to-absence-of-governing-body/ 
55Social protection for labour The News- May 3, 2020https://www.thenews.com.pk/tns/detail/652670-social-protection-for-labour 
56ILO- Social security in Pakistan- https://www.ilo.org/islamabad/areasofwork/social-security/lang--en/index.htm 
57ibid
58RISE Punjab-Responsive Investment for social protection and Economic Stimulus-Punjab’s Post Covid-19 Public Investment Strategy- Government of Punjab-
April-May 2020
59RISE Punjab-Responsive Investment for social protection and Economic Stimulus-Punjab’s Post Covid-19 Public Investment Strategy- Government of Punjab-
April-May 2020  https://finance.punjab.gov.pk/system/files/risepunjan2021.pdf
60Missing an Opportunity for Building Governance in Post-flood Pakistan 
December 21, 2010 -Centre for Strategic and International Studies https://www.csis.org/analysis/missing-opportunity-building-governance-post-flood-pakistan 
61COVID-19 – Pakistan socioeconomic impact assessment & response plan (version 1 May 2020) UNDP-May 2020-https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/
library/covid19/Pakistan%20-%20COVID-19%20Socio-economic%20Impact%20Assessment%20and%20Response%20Plan%201%20May%202020.pdf. 
62How local government can strengthen Pakistan’s fight against covid-19-DRI-April 16, 2020 https://democracy-reporting.org/dri_publications/how-local-
government-can-strengthen-pakistans-fight-against-covid-19
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• Explicit, interpretable and inclusive framing of social 
protection rights

• Obligations, procedures and “development plan”

• Adequate monitoring, inspection and enforcement

• Adequacy, availability and continuity of resources

• Governance, management and procedural adequacy

• Continuously enhancing information and 
communication

• Removing psychological and socio-cultural obstacles

• Targeting vulnerable groups and regions

• Social Protection-Social Justice(Lessons drawn from 
“good practices” worldwide)

ILO by A. Bonilla García and J.V. Gruat-2003

Worldwide Best Practices in Social Protection 

CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Covid-19 crisis has exposed the weaknesses inherent 
in the existing social protection system in Pakistan. The 
country’s social protection mechanisms have been largely 
unable to perform such functions due to a number structural 
and systemic barriers and shortcoming. The issues of 
lack of reliable data, unavailability of any national registry 
data base of the vulnerable workers and weak institutional 
mechanisms, all have been brought into sharp relief due 
to the pandemic. Despite these challenges, the federal and 
provincial governments have struggled to reach vulnerable 
groups with limited capacity and resources and these 
efforts are commendable. Going forward, it is imperative 

that immediate measures be taken to safeguard vulnerable 
segments of the labour force, such as daily wagers, informal 
sector employees and those who have lost their jobs as a 
direct result of the pandemic. 

There is a need to work with key social protection institutions 
to formulate practical and ready to use policies and practices 
to ensure that rapid relief mechanisms are available in 
future crises and in the event of a prolonged second wave. 
Failure to do so may permanently push a large proportion of 
these workers into poverty and constrain broader economic 
recovery. 

SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS 

The issue of availability of reliable data of vulnerable workers and other groups emerged as a 
major challenge. Concrete steps should be taken to update the national registry with clear criteria 
about poverty, vulnerability and other such indicators necessary for formulating equitable social 
protection programmes. The government should leverage NADRA as well as the Ehsaas and BISP 
progammes to update existing data and launch data collection campaigns for the inclusion of 
other vulnerable groups in the data base incorporating critical demographic aspects such as sex, 
disabilities, and geographic locations.

Update of the National Data Registry of Vulnerable Workers

1

Punjab is the economic backbone of Pakistan as well as home to its largest workforce; however, 
the social protection coverage remains weak and should be expanded to all vulnerable workers in 
coverage schemes. 

Provision of Universal Protection in the Punjab Province

2

Pandemic relief efforts saw duplication of social protection programmes run by different government 
departments. There is a need to develop a unified worker registration system and benefits 
disbursement mechanism to streamline social protection and to reduce the challenges posed by 
fragmented programmes.

Development of a Unified Social Protection Scheme

3



Various laws and policies exist for social protection in Pakistan. However, the challenge lies in the 
weak implementation of such laws. Efforts should be made for ensuring effective implementation 
of laws and for raising awareness about these laws so that citizens can make effective demands 
on their employers or the government to take action. The federal and provincial governments could 
annually publish a report on initiatives for social protection highlighting successes and gaps. 

Implementation of Existing Laws and Policies 

4

The appointment of focal persons, regularised data sharing and other measures should be considered 
to enhance coordination and cooperation within government departments. This was weak during 
the pandemic response.

Improving Intergovernmental Coordination Mechanisms 

6

A consultative and inclusive approach to social protection is likely to be more effective and transparent. 
There is a need to engage with various stakeholders including workers’ groups, labour unions and 
women workers’ groups for formulating inclusive social protection schemes. 

Wider Consultations and Engagement with Stakeholders

7

Holding of elections for local governments and establishment and strengthening of local government 
structures should be a top priority for all four provinces as this is the pillar of the governance considered 
most accessible to citizens during any crisis. LGs should play a critical role in formulating local 
level social protection mechanisms including data collection, eligibility criteria, and identification 
of vulnerable groups.

Effective Local Government System

8

There is a need to enhance and strengthen the capacity of key social protection institutions like 
the Social Protection Authority Punjab. The Social Protection Authority Punjab is a new institution 
which requires capacity building efforts for playing its role effectively.  

Capacity building of Social Protection Institutions5
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