COVID-19 AND CONSEQUENCES FOR THE VULNERABLE
A View at the Close of 2020

This has been a tumultuous year. Early news leaking from China suggested the existence of

something unusual in January, more formal news came out in February, and the World Health Organization
eventually calling it a pandemic in March with the virus subsequently spreading rapidly to most regions of the
world. The story of its spread and responses seeking to curb it has been the story of this year. Opportunity
International works in some of the countries hardest hit by the pandemic – like India and Colombia – and also in
places that have managed, thankfully, with moderate and even very low infection levels. Efforts by governments
around the world seemed to dampen the steep rise in depths in the first few months, but as we approach year
end, these numbers are again beginning to climb.
The impact of the pandemic, however, has been caused by more than the illness itself. Government measures to
limit infection and mortality rates posed hardships for economies with the harshest impacts being on the more
vulnerable – possibly reversing progress made against poverty by a decade. A quarter of a billion are projected
to face hunger and malnutrition. Food security in many countries will rest primarily on the ability of domestic
smallholder farmers to produce. A billion children are out of school with some evidence that increasing number
of girls are being exploited. The pandemic has also hit women harder – involved as they often are in family
care, informal and service sectors, and education. Opportunity International’s work in agriculture, education, and
empowering women is very much aligned with urgent needs made urgent by the pandemic.

RISING EXTREME POVERTY
The world is facing with the most severe economic crisis since the Great Depression. Estimates indicate
that between 71 million and 100 million people will be pushed into extreme poverty by the end of 2020—the
first increase in extreme poverty rates in two decades.¹ Micro and small enterprises have been especially hard
hit, with two-thirds reporting being “strongly affected” by the pandemic and 20% at risk of permanent closure.
Businesses led by women and/or youth have been among the hardest hit.²

INCREASING HUNGER AND
MALNUTRITION

COVID-19 responses are not adequately
taking gender into account

Up to 132 million people will go hungry in 2020
as a result of the economic recession triggered
by COVID-19.³ Hunger linked to the pandemic is
responsible for an estimated 10,000 child deaths each
month.⁴ In many parts of the world, travel restrictions
have cut farms off from markets, threatening both
farmer livelihoods and food supplies. Thus, in less
developed economies, supporting smallholder farmers
is essential for increasing food security.

Only 40% of COVID-19 response policies globally
were designed with women in mind. Multi-sector
solutions are proposed to address the crisis,
including the following:
•
•
•
•

AN EDUCATION CRISIS
At the height of closures, an estimated 1.6 billion
students were out of school.⁵ Even as schools
worldwide are beginning to reopen safely, 24 million
students are at risk of never returning to school. Girls
face a disproportionately high risk of not returning to

•
•

For all of these solutions, a key recommendation
is to enhance participation and representation of
women in decision-making processes.12

Supporting smallholder farmers during
the pandemic
The Food and Agriculture Organization of
the United Nations (FAO) has put forward a
comprehensive plan for boosting smallholder
resilience. Elements included in this plan
(detailed below) are in significant alignment with
Opportunity’s own Agriculture Finance Program
strategy.11
• Safeguard the most vulnerable through
interventions including microfinance, cash
transfers, and school feeding programs.
• Promote transformative economic recovery
with programs including boosting production
and marketing all along the agricultural value
chain.
• Build capacities and institutions for
resilience. Recommended interventions
include localized and gender sensitive health
measures along the food value chain, as well
as innovations and digital services for social
protection and economic recovery in the agrifood sector.

Increased measurement and tracking
Family-centered Covid-19 relief (e.g.,
affordable childcare, pooled tutoring)
Adjusted workplace policies
Business support services for women in the
informal sector
Loan restructuring and digital engagement
Public awareness campaigns, education and
counselling around men and women sharing
the domestic burden and other gender
equality issues, including child marriage and
domestic violence.

school as a result of limited financial resources, school
closures, early marriage, pregnancy, and more. One
report estimates that 1 million girls across sub-Saharan
may be unable to return to school after becoming
pregnant during school closures.⁶

LOST PROGRESS TOWARDS GENDER
EQUALITY
An quarter of a century of progress towards gender
equality could be lost due to the pandemic.⁷ During
the COVID-19 pandemic, women have been more
likely to lose their source of income, since they
disproportionately work in sectors most impacted
by health restrictions and concerns (services and
education) and are more likely to work in the informal
sector.⁸ A July 2020 report found that while women
hold 39% of jobs globally, women have accounted
for 54% of overall job losses.⁹ Additionally, he
increased burden of unpaid family care also falls
disproportionately on women, who contribute 75% of
this labor, globally.10
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