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Introduction

The world is facing unprecedented and often prolonged and complex crises, ranging from conflicts
and natural disasters to epidemics and economic shocks. These crises have far-reaching
consequences for individuals, communities, and entire societies. The humanitarian needs resulting
from these crises are often considerable in scale, complexity and duration, and require
humanitarian actors to constantly adapt to respond in the most suitable and effective way.

The humanitarian community has come to recognise the need for innovative approaches that can
address the root causes of crises and build resilience in affected communities. One such approach
is to explore how social safety nets and shock-responsive social protection can play a role in
humanitarian response. Social safety nets, which can include cash assistance and other forms of
support, can help vulnerable individuals and communities meet their basic needs and build
resilience in the face of crises.

The European Commission’s Directorate-General for European Civil Protection and Humanitarian
Aid Operations (DG ECHO) has been at the forefront of efforts to link humanitarian response with
national social-protection schemes. Through its work, DG ECHO has shown that social safety nets
are an effective tool in addressing humanitarian needs, particularly when combined with other
forms of humanitarian assistance (%).

DG ECHO's work in integrating social safety nets into humanitarian responses is part of our
commitment to the humanitarian-development-peace nexus approach. Through collaboration with
development, and where feasible, peace actors, humanitarian efforts can leverage shared
expertise and resources to address complex humanitarian crises.

The present booklet provides a compilation of examples across different geographies, different
types of situations, as well as different and context-specific levels of engagement. The key
takeaways from this work are summarised below.

1. DG ECHO’s work to integrate social safety nets into humanitarian responses is crucial
in addressing humanitarian needs.

e DG ECHO’s work to integrate social safety nets into humanitarian responses has shown
promising results in addressing humanitarian needs.

e By aligning humanitarian response with national social-protection systems, DG ECHO can
ensure that vulnerable communities receive comprehensive support before, during and
after emergencies. This approach can help bridge the gap between short-term
humanitarian responses and long-term development strategies.

() See glossary at the end for an explanation of the use of social safety nets and social-protection systems in
this booklet.
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Close collaboration and coordination between humanitarian and development actors -
including on strategy, policy, problem and contextual analysis, as well as technical design
- is needed to enable a strong alignment between humanitarian assistance and social
protection. Building relationships and trust between humanitarian and social-protection
actors is essential for effective collaboration.

2. Humanitarian engagement with social-protection systems can take different forms

depending on the context.

At policy level, humanitarian engagement has involved: (i) influencing and shaping national
policy frameworks in areas such as financing, governance arrangements, and coordination;
and (ii) building technical and operational capacities across all administration levels.

At programme-design level, collaboration between humanitarian actors and
social-protection stakeholders has included: (i) designing assistance packages tailored to
different vulnerabilities; (i) defining inclusive eligibility criteria to reach those most in need;
and/or (iii) determining support levels to ensure adequacy.

At implementation level, humanitarian and social-protection initiatives have
complemented each other on issues such as: (i) outreach and sensitisation to raise
awareness of entitlements and procedures; (i) registration to collect information on
people’s characteristics and needs; and (iii) payment or service delivery via appropriate
channels. Synergies in delivering cash payments across humanitarian and social-
protection systems is also a key feature at implementation level.

3. Shock-responsive social protection is not a one-size-fits-all solution and requires

careful analysis and context-specific design.

Shock-responsive social protection requires careful analysis of the specific needs and
circumstances of the affected population.

Different countries and contexts may require different approaches, and a one-size-fits-all
solution may not be effective. Hence, DG ECHQO’s involvement with social protection will
always be context-specific, ranging from advocacy efforts to full alignment with and/or
direct funding contributions to state-run social protection.

Anticipatory shock-responsive social protection, which involves providing support before a
shock occurs, adds further complexities, and requires careful context analysis.

DG ECHO’s role in strengthening nascent social-protection systems, especially those with limited
coverage, is crucial for reaching marginalised populations. Initiatives like anticipatory cash
transfers in Nigeria and collaborative efforts in the Philippines demonstrate the potential of social-
protection systems to provide timely, flexible support during emergencies. These experiences
contribute to a broader learning agenda on integrating social protection into humanitarian
response, increasing the need for operational models that can adapt to complex crises.
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The booklet is structured into two chapters: Chapter 1 details how humanitarian safety nets can
meet immediate needs across different sectors such as health, nutrition and education. Chapter 2
demonstrates how these approaches can be tailored to various crises, from conflict settings to
climate-related disasters.

Through this work, DG ECHO strengthens its commitment to the Sustainable Development Goal 1.3
on social protection and the SPIAC-B principles on linking humanitarian aid to social protection. The
booklet serves as a comprehensive overview, illustrating DG ECHO’s strategic efforts to transition
from emergency relief to long-term resilience, fostering stronger, more responsive social-
protection systems that can better support crisis-affected populations.

10
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1. Delivering on different needs

This chapter explores the challenges communities face during crises, encompassing urgent and
varied needs across multiple sectors. It illustrates how shock-responsive social safety nets can
meet fundamental needs of affected populations and highlights social safety nets’ critical role in
ensuring food security and nutrition, facilitating access to primary healthcare, and sustaining social
care services and education in emergencies.

1.1 Basic needs

Emergency cash assistance initially addressed households’ immediate needs and has since
expanded to support a wider range of basic needs during humanitarian crises. Cash assistance
enables individuals and families to make choices based on their specific circumstances. DG ECHO
continues to use cash assistance to address immediate needs and link these efforts with social
safety nets both in acute emergencies and in contexts of extreme fragility. Recognising the
multidimensional nature of people’s needs, DG ECHO promotes integrated, cost-effective
responses, ensuring a smooth transition to long-term social-safety-net schemes through
collaboration with development actors.

Basic needs of internally displaced persons

Since 2022, Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine has caused mass displacement, disrupted
state institutions, and triggered a severe economic shock, resulting in unprecedented humanitarian
needs. The government of Ukraine, using its well-developed social-protection system, targeted
nearly 1 million displaced people through its scheme for internally displaced persons (IDPs) set up
in 2014. Humanitarian donors rapidly scaled up assistance with a broad coverage of people in
need. Multipurpose cash assistance played a central role in the emergency response to meet the
basic needs of IDPs. The EU and bilateral donors supported the Ministry of Social Policy to transition
from humanitarian cash transfers to a shock-responsive social-safety-net system, in anticipation
of development funding. By late 2022, approximately 6 million people were benefiting from
emergency cash transfers.

The PeReHID Initiative (%), launched in December 2022, facilitates the transition of humanitarian
cash assistance to national social-protection cash schemes. Led by the Ministry of Social Policy,
with support from humanitarian actors, it strengthens social safety nets for IDPs. The Technical
Assistance Facility (TAF) is a complementary initiative that fosters collaboration between the
Ukrainian government and humanitarian and development partners. The facility aims to strengthen
national social-protection systems by improving targeting and increasing transfer values,
effectively supporting IDPs.

(%) The PeReHID Initiative is a technical collaboration between the government of Ukraine (Ministry of Social Policy
and eight other ministries), humanitarian donors (BHA, DG ECHO, FCDO, SDC, SIDA), UN agencies (IOM, UNICEF,
UNHCR, WFP), and national and international non-governmental organisations.
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Linking humanitarian cash to social protection

The northeast of Nigeria has faced over a decade of conflict, leading to mass displacement, forced
returns and relocations, severe food and nutrition insecurity and limited access to basic services.
As part of the UN’s Action Agenda on Internal Displacement, Nigeria was selected to explore
solutions for IDPs, including social safety nets. A national social-protection policy, approved in
2017 and revised in 2022, now includes a dedicated pillar on shock response, supported by
humanitarian donors including the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO),
USAID’s Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance (BHA) and DG ECHO.

Cash transfers are the main opportunity for engagement between humanitarian aid and national
social-protection initiatives. DG ECHO, the FCDO and the BHA contributed to Nigeria’s National Cash
and Voucher Assistance (CVA) Policy, providing a framework for cash transfers in crisis situations,
in line with humanitarian principles. A task force was set up in 2023 to foster strategic dialogue
between humanitarian and development actors, focusing on linking cash-based humanitarian aid
with social-protection systems. Joint donor missions and regular engagement with key partners
ensure continued collaboration.

An integrated response model
T

. The Integrated
Response Framework
- (IRF) in  Somalia
- showcases the
potential of system-
wide collaboration to
prevent famine
through timely aid
delivery to those most
in need. The IRF’s key

characteristics
include: (i)
prioritisation  based
on catchment areas
and population
groups; (ii) agreement on lifesaving initiatives; and (iii) flexible programming to address changing
needs. The IRF integrates essential lifesaving initiatives with longer-term social safety nets and
social-protection components across sectors by enabling immediate referrals, interoperability of
data, and multisectoral coordination for continuity of assistance beyond immediate emergency
response. Opportunities to boost longer-term social-safety-net programmes and social-protection
systems focus on multipurpose cash assistance, and health and nutrition services, with support
from development partners which is crucial for sustaining free, good-quality social services in
crises.

Photo credit: Alafuuto camp, Somalia © Somali Cash Consortium / European Union, 2018
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1.2 Strengthening food security

Chronic food insecurity stems from deep-rooted poverty and recurring livelihood shocks, requiring
multi-year, predictable programmes rather than sporadic relief. Strengthening the connection
between seasonal humanitarian aid and government strategies for long-term food security is
crucial. Gradually shifting the burden of addressing chronic food insecurity to state-run social-
protection systems would free up humanitarian actors to focus on acute crises.

Recurrent severe shocks

Over the last 30 years, Somalia has been facing a prolonged crisis due to ongoing conflict and
weak state function, compounded by frequent severe shocks like droughts and locust plagues. This
has resulted in chronic food insecurity and displacement. Since 2011, cash transfers have emerged
as a key response to address the risk of famine. These efforts developed into more structured
social safety nets, with major schemes like Baxnaano and SAGAL introduced after 2019 to provide
more structural assistance, funded and designed with international support. Efforts included the
development of shock-responsive safety-net models, focusing on interoperability of data,
eligibility, and payment mechanisms. DG ECHO and EU contributions played a significant role in
shaping these efforts.

DG ECHO also funded the

shock-responsive
expansion of the Baxnaano
and SAGAL programmes,
doubling their coverage and
strengthening their capacity
to respond to shocks. This
support was critical during
Somalia’'s severe food
crisis, though the
programmes struggled with

effective emergency
delivery due to rigid
Photo credit: © Save the Children Somalia / European Union targeting and  limited

coverage. Recently, DG
ECHO has been involved in refining the programmes’ designs and has been advocating for future
shock-responsive funding strategies.

Transitioning from humanitarian food assistance

Mauritania is a relatively stable country in the Sahel faced with seasonal hunger, acute
malnutrition and periodic shocks like epidemics and floods. The influx of Malian refugees since
2012 has also strained resources. Over recent decades, predictable seasonal crises have been

13
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increasingly managed through national social safety nets rather than international humanitarian
aid, recognising chronic poverty as a long-term issue.

Since 2018, Mauritania’s main cash-based social safety nets, ‘El Maouna’ for lean seasons and
‘Tekavoul’ with a pilot shock-responsive component, have aligned with humanitarian targeting
methods. However, these programmes continue to face challenges, including insufficient
government funding, which results in low transfer amounts, limited coverage, and high exclusion
risks. DG ECHO has focused on analysis, evidence-building and advocacy to highlight exclusion
errors and improve targeting, ensuring marginalised groups receive support. As a result of
strengthened national systems and increased development funding, DG ECHO is phasing out its
seasonal food assistance, transitioning responsibilities to the state with international support,
and promoting sustainable, long-term solutions for food insecurity. In this ongoing transition
period, long-term development support is essential for timely and financially adequate upscaling
of cash-based safety nets.

1.3 Access to health and nutrition services

Access to free-of-charge, good-quality health and nutrition services is an important component
of social protection, especially in crisis situations, where costs often prevent people from getting
the care they need. Free-of-charge, good-quality health and nutrition care is both an economic
measure to reduce household costs and financial access barriers, and a health measure, critical
for better access to healthcare. DG ECHO advocates for long-term development funding to ensure
continuous access to good-quality healthcare in acute crises, beyond humanitarian funding. This
includes advocating for government health insurance, exemption schemes and development-
donor pooled funds on health. At operational and national level, DG ECHO and its partners
promote social safety nets by developing context-specific service models, building evidence for
long-term sustainable funding, and participating in health coordination platforms and advocacy
efforts.

Co-financing health user-fee exemptions

In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, decades of conflict and weak governance have left the
health system deeply underfunded and poorly regulated. The reliance on user fees to co-finance
healthcare creates barriers to access and further exacerbates poverty and food insecurity,
particularly in conflict-affected areas. DG ECHO plays a critical role in ensuring access to healthcare
for populations affected by acute crises, such as displaced communities. By financing cost
exemptions, ECHO helps eliminate financial barriers, leading to a sharp increase in consultations
and improved health outcomes. For example, in 2022, during two months of the conflict in
Rutshuru, North Kivu, health fees were waived, resulting in a more than twofold increase in
consultations. However, operational challenges, including insecurity and logistical barriers, often
complicate such initiatives. Challenges arise in integrating free healthcare into existing financing
systems, and defining criteria for such exemptions remains complex, especially in the blurred line
between acute crises and chronic needs. Yet, joint humanitarian-development efforts have shown
potential during health crises like the 2018 Ebola outbreak, where temporary fee waivers were
implemented through collaboration among DG ECHO, the Ministry of Health, the EU Delegation,

14
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and the World Bank. DG ECHO’s advocacy and operational efforts highlight the importance of
leveraging humanitarian action to influence longer-term health-financing reforms. By continuing
to bridge the gap between humanitarian and development health actors, DG ECHO can drive
systemic improvements, ensuring access to essential healthcare in the most fragile contexts.

Pre-existing social-protection schemes

In crisis-affected regions of Ethiopia, DG ECHO partners set up mobile health and nutrition teams
to deliver essential services to hard-to-reach areas and those affected by conflict and natural
hazards.

Since the end of the conflict in northern Ethiopia, DG ECHO has adopted a two-pronged approach:
(i) continuing mobile operations in areas where the national health system was heavily disrupted,
including hard-to-reach and IDP-hosting areas; and (ii) transitioning support to public health
facilities as they reopen, promoting the integration of the delivery of emergency health and
nutrition services into the national health system, avoiding the creation of a parallel humanitarian
system. The same approach is promoted in the refugee response. This shift involves working with
local health authorities to ensure that displaced and vulnerable populations have free access to
health and nutrition care while, at the same time, context-adapted solutions are identified to
ensure adequate capacities within the national health system to absorb the increased demand for
services.

One approach is promoting the use of the community-based health insurance (CBHI) scheme
among crisis-affected people, both for those who had already been enrolled at the place of origin
before they were displaced to an area where CBHI is available (portability of benefit), and for
displaced people who have not been enrolled before. As a result of DG ECHO’s advocacy efforts,
the support to the enrolment of crisis-affected people in CBHI was included among the Health
Cluster’s (%) 2025 strategic priorities. Unfortunately, CBHI coverage is not uniform across regions,
and conflict has significantly affected its implementation. In areas outside CBHI coverage, DG
ECHO promotes the provision of subsidies at health-facility level to improve the national health
system’s capacities to absorb this additional caseload without disruption.

In a complementary manner, the Directorate-General for International Partnerships (DG INTPA)
focuses on restoring and improving social, health and nutrition services for IDPs and host
communities affected by conflict and disasters caused by natural hazards. In particular, it
promotes the enrolment in CBHI of protractedly displaced populations while supporting the
digitalisation of CBHI, boosting the portability of benefit options.

(®) The humanitarian cluster system is a coordination mechanism used by the UN and other humanitarian
organizations to respond to crises. It is designed to organize humanitarian actors into core sectors, such as water,
health and food security. The aim is to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the response, avoid
duplication, and ensure that affected people’s needs are met in a timely and appropriate manner.
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1.4 Continuity of access to education

DG ECHO plays an important role in linking education in emergencies with social safety nets to
create sustainable solutions. By addressing educational needs in humanitarian settings, DG ECHO
advocates for investments in shock-responsive social protection and works to uphold the right to
education of vulnerable children affected by crises. This includes addressing disruptions caused by
conflict and ensuring that education incorporates a protective component.

Continuity of education for forcibly displaced children

Tiirkiye has been hosting up to
four million refugees, mostly
from Syria. DG ECHO found lower
school  attendance  among
refugee children compared to
Turkish children, partly due to
economic hardship. DG ECHO
worked  with  the  Turkish
government and UNICEF to
provide a specific education
programme for refugee children,
aligned with the national system
but adapted to refugees’
situation. For example, the
programme has a simplified application process and works around the lack of verifiable household
data in state systems. DG ECHO’s largest education-focused cash programme was the conditional
cash transfer for education. It provided payments every two months to families, conditional on
school attendance, benefiting nearly 800 000 children. In 2022, the programme transitioned to an
EU development programme in partnership with the government of Tiirkiye aiming for long-term
integration into Tiirkiye’s social-protection system.

Photo credit: © European Union, 2019

Education in emergencies in conflict settings

In the Central Sahel, where school closures due to conflict have increased since 2018, DG ECHO
plays a crucial role in supporting conflict-affected, out-of-school children. In response to these
school closures, DG ECHO and its partners are exploring alternative education options to improve
access to learning, such as accelerated learning programmes, which help children in conflict zones
complete primary education, and community schools, which often provide the only access to basic
education in these areas. DG ECHO'’s rapid education response toolkit helps partners to integrate
education into early humanitarian response and to advocate for an integrated service platform
that connects children with essential services. In addition to this, DG ECHO partners are
strengthening local social-care services to ensure sustainable child protection in emergency
response. This operational model, which combines humanitarian protection with social-care
services in emergency situations, is well-needed in complex settings, but will require long-term
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funding to scale up further. To supplement this effort, in areas where access is more stable, DG
ECHO also collaborates with development donors to address structural challenges in the education
system that fall outside ECHO’s immediate mandate.

1.5 Social care service provision

In many fragile and conflict-affected settings, social care services are often scarce, underfunded,
or non-existent. Multidisciplinary services, such as psychosocial, legal and medical care for
survivors of gender-based violence (GBV), are generally limited or absent. With DG ECHO support,
humanitarian protection actors step in to provide essential medical, mental and psychosocial
support during acute crises. Whenever possible, this operational support is coupled with advocacy
to mobilise additional long-term investments that address both immediate crisis needs and
structural gaps in social care service provision.

Continuity of care

The Grand Sud of Madagascar
frequently faces shocks such as
droughts, floods and cyclones,
increasing economic hardship and
vulnerability. These conditions increase
many protection risks, like early child
marriage, as families struggle to cope,
while displaced populations face
heightened vulnerability to GBV.
Additionally, schools often serve as
emergency shelters, leaving girls out of
education and more susceptible to
Photo credit: Mananjarylkongo, Madagascar © European Union school dropout and child labour. Public
(photographer: Peter Biro) social care services provided by the

state are extremely under-resourced,
with district-level centres lacking the capacity to offer multidisciplinary services, including mental
and psychosocial support, legal counsel and medical care for GBV survivors. Against this
background, DG ECHO and its partners, as part of the humanitarian protection strategy, support
the continuity of care for victims of protection violations. Case management at community level
now involves both humanitarian protection teams and public social care services, focusing on areas
most in need.

Long-term investments are essential to address systemic gaps. In recent years, more centres for
integrated care have been supported with longer-term funding, such as the centre in Ambovombe
(2023), under the supervision of the Ministry of Population and Promotion of Women. This centre
intends to offer multidisciplinary services and explores linking victims to cash-based social-
transfer schemes after assessing the household’s food-security and income status.
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2. Delivering in different contexts.

Humanitarian crises are increasingly complex, large-scale, and protracted. While social-protection
systems were once limited to stable, wealthier states, recent investments in shock-responsive
systems have created opportunities for longer-term solutions in fragile and conflict-affected
settings. Opportunities for alignment with protection systems exist across all typologies of crises;
be it needs stemming from conflict, forced displacement, or natural hazards. DG ECHO has been
assessing opportunities for action across those diverse contexts and tailoring its assistance
accordingly.

2.1 Engaging in complex crises and conflict

In conflict settings, where populations face protection risks, and governments may be parties to
the conflict, action on social safety nets and social-protection systems requires careful
management to avoid compromising humanitarian space or doing harm. Humanitarian
engagement usually focuses on aspects like coordination, knowledge sharing and advocacy, to hold
duty bearers accountable for assistance and protection. In deteriorating security contexts, such as
in Ethiopia, DG ECHO’s positioning has been adapted and demonstrates how collaboration with
local public services for crises-affected populations remains possible. This holds true even in
complex environments like Burkina Faso.

Adapting action on social safety nets

In Ethiopia, more sustainable solutions in addition to humanitarian aid are needed to address
chronic poverty, frequent and recurrent natural hazards, and conflicts. Since the 1990s, Ethiopia
has developed complex systems for annual emergency assistance, such as seasonal social safety
nets for natural hazards.

3 MZ? Launched in 2005, the
-~ Productive Safety Net
Program (PSNP) aims to
(4 . € e e - address seasonal hunger
s}l:""Z ' : ) &7 e g = in rural areas, now
Y T \ reaching nearly 8 million
e a3 - 7 people across the country.

i by, : It has a shock-responsive
component that provides
seasonal assistance for an
extended period of time to
a portion of these 8 million
people enrolled in the
programme. Since its creation, DG ECHO and DG INTPA have worked together on the PSNP in
Ethiopia and on the revision of its shock-responsive component.

Photo credit: Ethiopia © Save the Children, 2023 (photographer: Seifu Asseged)

A significant development occurred in 2017, when DG ECHO, in collaboration with the FCDO and
the World Bank, piloted the use of PSNP systems for humanitarian cash transfers during droughts,
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aiming to improve the shock-responsive component of the PSNP, focusing on horizontal expansion
of the PSNP in the Somali region, including by targeting non-PSNP beneficiaries. For the first time,
seasonal and emergency cash transfers were delivered through a unified channel, improving
coordination, and promoting cash-based assistance during emergencies. At the same time, it was
encouraged to draw lessons learnt to upgrade the PSNP’s shock-responsive component.

There are still a number of challenges in Ethiopia in order to achieve complementarity between
the PSNP’s shock-responsive component and humanitarian assistance. This includes divergences
in targeting, timeliness of the shock-responsive component, different entitlements, and the need
to develop mechanisms to be able to operate in conflict areas. The current development of national
targeting quidelines is an opportunity to strengthen the links between humanitarian food
assistance (HFA) and the PSNP’s shock-responsive component. Additionally, DG ECHO is advocating
to ensure that PSNP eligibility is not considered as an exclusion criterion to benefit from
humanitarian assistance when a humanitarian crisis hits.

DG ECHO remains engaged with development actors to improve the PSNP programme in Ethiopia.
DG ECHO is in favour of expanding the PSNP to cover other shocks than droughts and revising the
processes to ensure the portability of entitlements when people become displaced.

Comprehensive assistance at local level

Burkina Faso is experiencing a deteriorating, multidimensional humanitarian crisis driven by
armed conflict, with growing numbers of violent incidents against civilians and humanitarian
workers, compounded by frequent climate shocks (droughts, floods, locust invasions, etc.) and
food crises. The result is one of the fastest-growing displacement crises in the world. Amidst
political instability and growing violence, humanitarian efforts are underfunded and increasingly
strained.

DG ECHO plays a key role
in addressing urgent needs
in conflict-affected, hard-
to-reach regions, and in
urban and peri-urban
settings. Using the Rapid
Response Mechanism
(RRM), DG ECHO supports
multisectoral  assistance
and protection services.
Wherever possible, DG
ECHO partners collaborate
with local public services
to ensure integrated, good-
quality assistance. DG ECHO partners work closely with the Department of Social Action (Service

Photo credit: Burkina Faso © MdM (photographer: Olympia de Maismant)
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d’Action sociale), to link humanitarian case management with social care services, ensuring
continuity of care and psychosocial support for affected populations.

DG ECHO and DG INTPA are members of the task force contributing to the new unified social
registry. The work on the registry aims to provide another pathway for continuity of care in
protracted IDP settings to allow IDPs to transition to more predictable assistance schemes.
However, this pathway is increasingly challenged in the new political context. As a mitigating
measure, discussions with authorities are ongoing to ensure timely emergency aid, including for
displaced people, with coordinated messaging from humanitarian and development actors.
Development donors must stay engaged and fund essential services and food assistance in the
hardest-hit areas to maintain support.

2.2 Mitigating the impact of forced displacement

Populations who are forcibly displaced, whether across borders or within a country, face challenges
related to material, legal and physical safety, such as loss of identity documents, exposure to
abuse, and lack of resources for basic needs. Both humanitarian and development actors, within
the remit of their mandates, are committed to supporting displaced and host populations, in line
with global initiatives like the Action Agenda on Durable Solutions and the Global Compact on
Refugees (GCR). Support includes: (i) helping displaced people gain access to long-term social-
protection schemes, starting with proper identity documentation and registration with the relevant
administrations; (ii) strengthening public social services; and (iii) developing cash-transfer
programmes for both displaced and host communities. DG ECHO funded such initiatives for
instance in Iraq and Tirkiye, against the background of the Syria crisis.

Access to documentation for internally displaced populations

Iraq’s remaining 1.1 million IDPs face significant challenges, including lack of documentation, and
discrimination, particularly those perceived as affiliated with the Islamic State of Iraq and the
Levant. This situation affects their freedom of movement, safety, and access to essential services,
impeding their ability to return home and resulting in secondary displacement. Since 2022, the
main focus of DG ECHO’s strategy has been on funding legal assistance and multipurpose cash
assistance through UN agencies and international non-governmental organisations to help IDPs
obtain documentation and register for social protection, and to address their basic needs until they
can access public services and durable solutions.

DG ECHO is not alone in this endeavour to help IDPs gain access to government services and social
protection like other citizens; development actors are also collaborating to strengthen
social-protection systems and improve accessibility for those affected by recent shocks.
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Assistance for refugees

In response to the 2015 Syrian displacement crisis, Tiirkiye lacked a national safety net to support
the nearly 4 million refugees. In 2016, DG ECHO, helped create the Emergency Social Safety Net
(ESSN). In partnership with the government of Tiirkiye, this large-scale humanitarian cash
programme, co-funded by DG ECHO and the EU’s Facility for Refugees in Tiirkiye, supported 1.5
million refugees. It was implemented together with the World Food Programme (WFP), the
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the Turkish Red Crescent, and
the Ministry of Family and
Social Services.

The ESSN mirrored Tiirkiye's
social-protection system,
using the same institutions
for registration, verification
and payments. It operated
~ through existing systems,
* including a national
“ database, ensuring a
. consistent approach across
. districts.  While  refugee
eligibility criteria differed, the
- ESSN leveraged existing
Photo credit: © European Union, 2015 (photographer: Caroline Gluck) infrastructure to  ensure
rapid, efficient assistance.
DG ECHO’s involvement brought humanitarian speed and flexibility, while facilitating collaboration
with state institutions for a transition to long-term funding and management. This approach
highlights how humanitarian tools can build on existing social-protection programmes and support
sustainable solutions for displaced populations.

2.3 Strengthening responsiveness to multiple shocks

For communities frequently affected by recurrent shocks requiring the mobilisation of international
humanitarian aid, timely and effective response is essential. Through investments in disaster
preparedness, DG ECHO provides targeted funding to develop and pilot innovative strategies that
improve national systems’ capacity to manage shocks and protect vulnerable populations. By
supporting the integration of shock-responsive aspects into existing social-protection systems, DG
ECHO and its partners help build resilience across various contexts. Whenever possible, these
efforts are combined with anticipatory action to prepare for future challenges. The below examples
illustrate how different approaches have been adopted to strengthen responses in both weaker
(Malawi, Nigeria and Mauritania) and more robust (Bangladesh and the Caribbean) social-
protection systems.
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Strengthening social-protection systems in response to natural hazards

Malawi, vulnerable to climate shocks and chronic poverty, faces recurrent food insecurity during
the October to March lean season. During the 2016-2017 El Nifio crisis, DG ECHO provided
humanitarian funding to support the government-led response by the Department of Disaster
Management Affairs. At the time, the Social Cash Transfer Programme, the main national cash
safety net, focused on routine poverty reduction and was not designed for shock response. DG
INTPA mobilised additional funding to support the government to test the scaling-up of the
programme in droughts, with DG ECHO complementary support at technical level and funding for
operational pilots and
evidence-building,
coupled with advocacy.

DG ECHO’s advocacy for
shock-responsive
programming, based on

humanitarian cash

(" transfers, alongside
A5 oy : disaster-preparedness
PGk . funding, contributed to

~ the revision of Malawi's

2 - #88 national social-protection

i -

strategy to include a
shock-responsive pillar.
This  shift laid the
foundation for a stronger national system capable of addressing recurrent shocks. During the
2020-2021 lean season, the Malawian government demonstrated this growing capacity by taking
responsibility for shock-responsive social-protection expansions for the first time. This marked a
significant step in reducing reliance on external humanitarian aid for predictable, seasonal crises.
As a result, DG ECHO was able to phase out its support and redirect resources to unmet needs,
such as assisting refugees in the Dzaleka camp, who remain excluded from national social-
protection programmes.

Photo credit: Malawi © European Union (photographer: Anouk Delafortrie)

To address the growing risk of other climate hazards like cyclones and floods, DG ECHO’s current
support includes disaster preparedness and anticipatory action linked to shock-responsive social
protection. The goal is to create a multi-hazard system capable of rapid expansion to different
emergencies, with DG ECHO assisting in the development of protocols for large-scale disaster
response to be activated by the national government.

A significant step towards institutionalising funding for shock-responsive social protection against
both slow- and sudden-onset events is the multi-donor trust fund set up by the World Bank in
2024. The fund is supported by contributions from the EU and other development donors, including
the FCDO, USAID, Ireland and Iceland.

Anticipatory action and shock-responsive social protection
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Bangladesh, highly vulnerable to natural disasters, faces frequent floods, cyclonesand erosion
intensified by climate change. The government has invested significantly in disaster preparedness
and social-protection reforms since 2015, aiming to build an integrated social-protection system
and a single management information system, but integrating anticipatory action remains key.

Riverine floods and predictable
hazards like tropical cyclones in
Bangladesh provide
opportunities for early action
(EA), as accurate upstream
warnings can be issued before
rivers overflow and displace
people. Timely cash grants
enable communities to prepare,
for example by stockpiling food
or building temporary shelters.
The government is
strengthening  its  social-
protection system and exploring
ways to integrate anticipatory
action into these mechanisms.
DG ECHO has supported
feasibility studies and pilots for shock-responsive social protection to enable pre-emptive cash
grants, allowing people to prepare for disasters. These initiatives aim to inform national strategies
such as the Bangladesh Disaster Risk Reduction Financing Strategy, and guide development actors,
including the World Bank and DG INTPA, in supporting comprehensive social protection and
disaster-risk financing.

Photo credit: Teknaf, Bangladesh © WFP (photographer: Nihab Rahman)

Strengthening disaster-response capacities

The Caribbean’s small island states are highly prone to climate-related shocks, in particular
hurricanes, storms, droughts and earthquakes. These frequent hazards can cause significant
devastation, and logistical challenges make international support difficult. To bolster disaster
response in a region affected by increasing displacement patterns, DG ECHO partners with the WFP
and the Caribbean Disaster Emergency Management Agency to support governments in
strengthening social-protection systems and developing innovative financing for early action.

DG ECHO’s approach balances immediate response with investment in the building blocks of an
enabling environment and preparatory action to maximise the anticipatory capacity of cash-
transfer systems. By strengthening core aspects, such as faster payment mechanisms, digital
registration, data-sharing protocols, and vulnerability analysis, DG ECHO improves the system’s
ability to speed up anticipatory action with longer-term capacity building. For instance, in Saint
Vincent and the Grenadines, the WFP worked with the Ministry of Social Protection on data
collection and set up parallel payment systems for quicker response. This initiative has prompted
countries to adopt new practices, such as Belize’s use of mobile wallets for payments. The
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programme is progressing towards shared responsibility with development partners, including DG
INTPA, aiming for more shock-resilient social-protection systems and better-protected
communities.

Operational model for shock-responsive system-building

The Philippines is highly vulnerable to natural hazards, ranked as the most at-risk country in

the World Risk Index (2022). Frequent shocks include floods, tropical storms, earthquakes, and

volcanic eruptions. These potential disasters are rapid-onset shocks of highly variable

predictability, and DG ECHO’s support has traditionally focused on disaster preparedness.

=N e ey : a1 Since 2018, the
government has
been integrating
disaster-risk
management  with
social-protection
systems. Under the
2020-2022
operational
framework and plan

on social protection,
Photo credit: Malabon city, Philippines © European Union, 2019 (photographer: Peter Biro) the government

adopted a roadmap
on adaptive and shock-responsive social protection, shifting from reactive to anticipatory
strategies. Supported by the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization and DG ECHO, this initiative
has been testing ways to link early-warning systems with social-protection schemes to explore the
potential for integrating an anticipatory capacity into the national social-protection programmes.

While initially focused on natural hazards, the approach is expanding to cover conflict-affected
areas like Mindanao. Preparedness mechanisms for conflict-related shocks, such as village attacks
and market closures, are being developed. Local authorities are creating protocols and contingency
plans to improve rapid response. The success of the community approach and the Rapid Response
Mechanism (RMM) for displacement is now incorporated into the local state system, improving
readiness for future shocks without relying on external support. Non-governmental partners are
actively involved in designing national-level shock-responsive social protection, contributing, in
particular, with lessons learnt and good practices drawn from the RMM.
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Glossary

Social safety nets (or social transfers / social assistance): non-contributory financial or in-kind
support provided by states to those in need, usually the poor or vulnerable populations. This
includes direct, non-contributory, cash-based support and indirect financial support like free access
to basic social services such as healthcare, nutrition, education, water, and social care services like
mental health, psychosocial support, and child protection. They are a subset of broader social-
protection systems, which also include contributory schemes (social insurance) as well as labour-
market programmes and social services.

Social protection: policies and support mechanisms designed to protect people from risks and
poverty throughout their lives. It includes social assistance, social care services, social insurance,
and instruments like labour laws and labour-market programmes to facilitate access to basic
services. A social-protection system combines these measures through policies, legislation,
budgeting, and operational mechanisms like social registries.

Social registry: government-led information system that supports the registration of people for
various social-protection programmes and helps to determine their eligibility. A social registry may
rely on a single database or several databases working together.

Shock-responsive social protection: social-protection systems that can adapt to respond to
shocks. Adaptation may take many forms, e.g. increasing the coverage of existing social-protection
instruments to include people affected by a shock, increasing the amount of assistance given to
take account of increased need, waiving conditionalities that would normally be applied, changing
the way in which payments are made or their frequency (O’Brien et al., 2018).

Expansion or scalability of social safety nets: if a shock results in more people needing
assistance, a safety-net programme may have to increase its coverage to new recipients
(horizontal expansion). If the support given to reqular recipients of a safety-net programme is
increased because they have greater needs following a shock, e.qg. an increase in the amount or
frequency of benefits, this expansion is called ‘vertical’.

Social care services: non-cash assistance such as family support services to prevent family
breakdown, child protection services to respond to abuse and neglect, alternative care for children,
and social work (EU, SPaN, 2019).

Social health protection: effective access to good-quality healthcare without hardship and
impoverishment, in particular by removing financial barriers to accessing healthcare that remain in
the form of out-of-pocket payments (International Labour Organization).

Anticipatory/early actions: actions taken before a disaster occurs or reaches a critical point.
These actions follow pre-determined protocols and triggers based on forecasts and risk analyses,
enabling quick action. By combining forecasts with risk, vulnerability and exposure indicators, funds
are pre-designated for rapid release when thresholds are met. Anticipatory actions reduce the
vulnerability of affected communities and strengthen their capacity to manage emergencies and
to safeguard their assets. They are integral to risk management and can be carried out by
governments, including their social-protection systems, by development programmes (as a form
of crisis modification), by humanitarian agencies, and by at-risk communities threatened by crisis.
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