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Abstract

This policy research brief analyses how digitalisation can facilitate rural populations’ access to effective and adequate social protection
and economic inclusion in Latin America and the Caribbean. It investigates the region’s social protection response to COVID-19 and
highlights three good practices in providing digitalised social protection to vulnerable rural populations during the crisis. Based on this
analysis and considering the local obstacles to digitalised social protection in rural areas, recommendations are provided to build rural
social protection back better after the pandemic.

1 Introduction

As countries in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) implemented social distancing measures to reduce the spread of COVID-19,
agricultural markets and social protection had to be adapted to safeguard the health of those involved. The digitalisation of
production and social protection services? became paramount to reach beneficiaries (ECLAC 2020).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, social protection systems innovated by employing information and communication
technologies (ICTs) to target and register beneficiaries and deliver payments (FAO 2020a; ECLAC 2021d). While some countries in
LAC facilitated the process for opening bank accounts (Chile), others digitalised cash transfers, enabling the purchase of goods (Panama)
or cash withdrawals (Guatemala, Paraguay) through identification (ID) cards (Martinez, Palma, and Velasquez 2020).

However, rural populations’ lack of access to (digital) services undermined economic inclusion and social protection in rural LAC
during the crisis (CAF 2020; ECLAC 2021d). The most prevalent occupations in rural LAC were not easily adapted to teleworking
(ECLAC 2021¢; FAO and ECLAC 2020a).2 While agriculture has been impacted less than some other sectors by social distancing

(ECLAC 2021e), the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC 2021d) estimated a 1 per cent
probability of agricultural workers engaging in remote work. The sector also employs a high proportion of informal, seasonal and
migrant workers, who were particularly vulnerable to the socio-economic impacts of COVID-19 (ECLAC 2021e). These workers may have
been prevented from accessing social protection due to poor Internet connectivity and exclusion from the banking system (Martinez,
Palma, and Velasquez 2020; ECLAC 2021e). Insufficient digital literacy and a lack of awareness of how to enrol for benefits may also have
contributed as obstacles to social protection (ILO and FAO 2021).

Considering the above-mentioned issues, this policy research brief analyses LAC's good practices in using digitalisation to enhance the
coverage and efficacy of rural social protection during the pandemic.

1.1 Relating digitalisation to social protection and economic inclusion

Digital technologies as facilitators of social protection

ICTs may facilitate access to social protection by enabling poor people in rural areas to remotely apply for and receive benefits, thus
overcoming physical barriers (ILO and FAO 2021; Alzda and Catterberg 2021). Through online benefit application processes and
cash transfers directly from governments to beneficiaries, individuals from remote areas do not need to physically visit institutions.
This reduces the opportunity costs of applying for benefits in terms of missing time on income-generating activities and spending
income on transportation. By reducing travel time and the number of steps and people involved in the enrolment process, ICTs can
decrease the time between benefit application and delivery, ensuring timely benefit delivery (Benni 2021; Alzda and Catterberg 2021;
Ramirez 2021; FAO 2018).



Further, remote benefit application and delivery may reduce
transaction costs for implementing agencies, such as costs
associated with staff who would process physical applications or
office space (FAO and ECLAC 2021). This is especially true when
ICTs are used to streamline service provision—for example, by
simplifying administrative procedures (ILO and FAO 2021; Allieu
and Ocampo 2019). Removing intermediaries from the process also
avoids the risk of payment diversion, further decreasing transaction
costs associated with corruption (Martinez, Palma, and Velasquez
2020). However, this depends on several prerequisites that will be
expanded on in the following subsection.

As ICTs facilitate the gathering and sharing of data, the
effectiveness of social protection can be enhanced. Through
digital data collection, information can be updated more
regularly, possibly even in real time (FAO 2021). ICTs may also
improve data quality, allowing decision makers to better monitor
and evaluate programmes, understand rural communities’ needs
and identify eligible groups. Targeting can also be made more
accurate, as ICTs support data-sharing. Digital databases can

be more easily integrated, allowing for the creation of unified

beneficiary or social registries (Chirchir and Barca 2020; WWP n.d.).

Interoperable databases facilitate data cross-checking, reducing
the probability of inclusion and exclusion errors (FAO and ECLAC
2020b; Chirchir and Barca 2020; WWP n.d.).

Finally, improving the gathering and sharing of data through
ICTs facilitates the creation of synergies between social
protection and other sectoral policies. Integrated registries,
for example, can be used for programmes outside the social
protection sector, such as rural development and agricultural
policy. These improvements also facilitate the creation of
integrated multisectoral interventions to boost economic
inclusion (Chirchir and Barca 2020).

Digital technologies as facilitators of economic inclusion
Economic inclusion involves a rights-based approach to provide
productive and other economic support for households and
individuals, linking it to social protection (FAO 2019). In rural
areas, it can be achieved through employment promotion
programmes and the reinforcement of the economic
environment, and social protection programmes that support
access to assets, markets, credit, inputs and skills training (Rolon
et al. 2022). However, economic inclusion must be accompanied
by financial inclusion (facilitating savings and access to credit),
social inclusion (via access to social capital, social networks and
access to social programmes) and the provision of infrastructure
and public services to enable poverty reduction (FAO 2020b).

Digitalisation can support the rural communities’economic
inclusion by facilitating the above-mentioned processes.
Regarding financial inclusion, ICTs can support small-scale
rural producers’awareness of financial support through real-
time collection and sharing of production records. By facilitating
small producers’ communication with each other, governments
and private credit providers, they may be more easily informed
about government subsidies and rural credits. Digital data
collection and sharing may also enhance governments’and
private financial institutions’ knowledge about how to adapt their
financial products to the needs of rural communities (FAO and
ECLAC 2020b). Further, mobile technology, money and payment
methods may increase rural communities’ access to credit and
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bank transfers without the need for a physical banking presence
(FAO and ECLAC 2021; Alzta and Catterberg 2021).

Mobile technologies may help overcome physical barriers
and support rural communities’ access to infrastructure and
public services. Like their role in facilitating access to social
protection, ICTs reduce time, transportation and transaction
costs for rural communities and financial institutions.
Automated teller machines (ATMs), physical bank offices

and other physical financial services may be replaced by
mobile financial services (Alzda and Catterberg 2021).
However, this depends on several prerequisites explained

in the following subsection.

As ICTs facilitate communication, they may enhance social
inclusion and access to markets. Digital data collection and
sharing may facilitate rural producers’ ability to communicate with
each other and with agricultural extension and advisory services.*
These exchanges facilitate the creation and sharing of knowledge
about agricultural production (FAO and ECLAC 2020b). Further,
rural producers in LAC have been benefiting from e-commerce
since before the COVID-19 pandemic. Through mobile
communication and payments, small agricultural producers can
sell their products directly to consumers (FAO and ECLAC 2020b;
2021; FAO 2018; Ramirez 2021).

However, digitalisation’s potential contributions to social
protection and economic inclusion are unlikely to be realised in
rural communities lacking access to ICTs and/or the capacity to
use them (FAO and ECLAC 2020b).

Enabling the adoption of digital

technologies by poor rural communities

Digitalisation cannot adequately contribute to social protection
and economic inclusion, and may even exclude vulnerable
rural communities, if various challenges are not addressed.

In rural LAC, there is a lack of digital infrastructure and poor
connectivity, resulting from a lack of policies to facilitate access
to digital services (ILO 2021; FAO 2018; FAO and ECLAC 2020b).’
The provision of services in rural LAC has been affected by
development strategies that have promoted institutional
decentralisation, privatisation and a reliance on users for funding
(FAO 2018). Thus, there are still major gaps in the provision of
basic services and newly demanded services (such as digital
innovation and technology transfer) that mainly exclude
poor people in rural areas, small-scale producers and traders
(FAO 2018; FAO and ECLAC 2021). Further, while initiatives to
universalise digitalisaton in the region have borne fruit, it remains
particularly costly to reach more remote areas due to a lack of
access to electricity (ECLAC, FAO, and IICA 2019). Finally, low levels
of digital literacy impede rural populations’ use of the digital
services that are available (Jung 2021).

Further, multinationals and other private actors from

the agri-food and technology sectors have been leading
the digitalisation of food systems,® potentially excluding
small producers (Prause, Hackfort, and Lindgren 2021).
The lack of use of ICTs by small producers may also
translate into lower productivity compared to those

who do use ICTs, and barriers to accessing financial
services (FAO and ECLAC 2020b; 2020c¢; FAO 2018; 2020b).



Further, while digitalised information systems can facilitate
data collection for social protection, targeting mechanisms

that rely on them may exclude rural populations (Chirchir

and Barca 2020; Luderfia 2021). If not designed properly, social
registries may not offer enough information for accurate
targeting. Ludefa (2021) found, for example, that proxy
means-testing may exclude those living in poverty in Ecuador,

TABLE 1

because registries do not accurately capture informal workers’
income fluctuations.

There are several prerequisites to address the above-mentioned
challenges and enable rural communities to benefit from
digitalisation. The necessary measures to achieve them are
summarised in Table 1.

Measures from outside and within the social protection sector needed to fulfil the prerequisites for the digitalisation
of poor rural communities

Prerequisites

Non-social protection measures

Social protection measures

Connectivity

Access to digital
equipment

Digital capacity
(digital literacy)

Collaborative
networks for a
denser digital
ecosystem

Sustainable and
value-generating
services

Planned public and private efforts to expand
infrastructure (access to electricity, telecommunications,
mobile and satellite coverage) and adequate services to
rural areas

Increase competition, but supply-side subsidies and
other financial incentives can also push service providers
to establish a presence in rural areas and offer digital
services at affordable prices

Income generation

Access to market at affordable prices

Access to education

Digital skills training and sharing

Policies incentivising dialogue and collaboration between
governments (all levels), education institutions, private
actors and civil society, with the goal of ensuring that
poor people in rural areas can benefit from digital
technology

Policies supporting entrepreneurship and incentivising
accessible innovation in rural areas

Incentives for service providers to provide
adequate digital services in rural areas (subsidies,
other fiscal incentives)

Local-global collaboration for service providers to develop
scalable digital solutions for rural areas

Regulations that ensure access to necessary data on rural
populations’ needs to make services seem useful and,
therefore, generate demand

Data protection regulations to ensure that personal and
financial data of poor people in rural areas are safe from
privacy breaches, public profiling and surveillance by
either private or public actors

®  Demand-side subsidies for low-income
households, such as subsidised electricity
and Internet access

e Demand-side subsidies for low-income
rural households

®  (Cash and in-kind transfers

®  Other income-generating or income
protection programmes, such as
unemployment insurance and public
works programmes

® Digital agricultural extension
and advisory services

®  Technical education and
training programmes

®  Social protection programmes that
address beneficiaries in groups,
such as training programmes

®  (Cash transfers that enable beneficiaries
to cover costs associated with networking

® |abour market programmes
targeting entrepreneurs

® Subsidised credit

®  Cash Plus and integration with
(digital) agricultural extension and
technology transfer services

® Social registries and targeting
mechanisms sensitive to the specific
vulnerabilities of rural communities

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on ECLAC (2021c¢); FAO (2020b; 2021); FAO and ECLAC (2020b; 2021) ECLAC, FAO, and IICA (2019); Ramirez (2021); Prause, Hackfort,
and Lindgren (2021); Benni (2021); and Ludena (2021).
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LAC has a history of unequal service provision, with export- 2 Methodology

oriented agricultural producers tending to have benefited To explore the role of digitalisation for “building back better”
disproportionally more than others from services provided rural social protection in LAC after the COVID-19 pandemic,
in rural areas. To ensure that poor people in rural areas are not this policy brief analyses LAC’s good practices in digitalising
ignored by public and private efforts, governments mustimplement  social protection for rural populations. The methodology

the above-mentioned policies and social protection programmes outlined in Box 1 was applied in all three policy briefs

with a clear rural digitalisation plan that includes them (FAO 2018). comprising this series.

BOX 1

Methodology for case study selection and analysis

Aninitial pool of programmes that targeted rural populations and addressed food security or production during the COVID-19
pandemic was selected based on a mapping of social protection responses to the pandemic conducted by the IPC-IG (2021).
This mapping contains adapted social protection programmes and new measures created specifically to respond to COVID-19
that were implemented by governments of low- and middle-income countries up to July 2021.

While this mapping does not discriminate by ministry, measures by ministries not typically associated with social protection
may have been overlooked. Thus, based on the literature and discussions with the FAO, the sample for case study selection
was adapted to include interventions that combined social protection for food security with economic inclusion.

Thefinal step to select the case studies entailed the definition of the following selection criteria based on which the programmes
were evaluated:

e  Explicitly targeting vulnerable groups within the rural population
e  Sustainability of the programme:
Prioritisation of programmes funded by domestic resources
«  Preferably linked to existing social, farmers’ or beneficiary registries

«  Priority given to programmes that already existed before the pandemic, and to programmes created during the
pandemic with the goal of remaining after it

® Government-led implementation was compulsory, but the responsible line ministry was not a selection criterion.
Programmes with too many reported implementation issues were excluded. For that, we considered the following:

- Programmes with low coverage rates (less than half) of target groups during the pandemic were avoided, but not
necessarily excluded.

The suitability of benefits was only considered for cash benefits, where the value of the benefit in relation to the
minimum wage or the national poverty line could be estimated by the authors.

News reports about implementation issues were also considered, although positive factors could outweigh some
of the problems encountered.

Case studies ideally covering LAC’s different sub-regions

Availability of information

The analysis of the selected programmes was based on a desk review of official public documents, as well as semi-structured
interviews triangulated with relevant secondary literature. The interviewees were officials responsible for devising and
implementing the programmes, researchers or FAO country office experts. Through their responses, the case studies’planning
and implementation phases, factors pertaining to political will, and the programmes’success, obstacles and future plans were
investigated. Our analysis of the interviews and secondary data considered how local particularities may have impacted the
programmes, by including questions about this matter in the interviews and comparing country responses.

Note that interviewees'willingness and ability to elaborate on more controversial aspects of these programmes was a limitation.
Related to this, their answers may have been biased towards pointing to programmes’successes, given their relationships with
the respective governments. For programmes implemented during the pandemic, noimpact evaluations could be considered to
overcome this bias, as they are too recent. Finally, some interpretation was needed to clearly identify interviewees'main points.
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The following three programmes were chosen and analysed
based on this methodology:

®  Brazil: Food Acquisition Programme (Programa de Aquisi¢éo
de Alimentos—PAA)

e Dominican Republic: Quédate en Casa (including PROSOLI
and Supérate)

e  Peru: Bono Rural.

Given the particular context of digitalisation in rural areas in
LAC, additional consideration was given to the selection of
good practices. We also considered negative factors to be of
particular interest for this study, as we identified several barriers
to digitalisation of rural social protection by examining case
studies’ shortcomings. Further, when looking for innovative uses
of digitalisation, innovation was understood as technological,
governance or process “changes and practices that rapidly

FIGURE 1

and effectively enhance the inclusion of those in need”.

These changes do not have to entail completely new practices
and can include the translation of existing practices into a
different context (Hammad, Bacil, and Soares 2021, 8).

3 Findings

3.1 Government social protection responses to COVID-19
This subsection is based solely on the IPC-IG ‘Mapping of
Social Protection Responses to COVID-19 in the Global South;’
including social assistance, social insurance and labour market
measures. It takes a shock-responsive perspective, considering
programmes that were horizontally or vertically expanded
or operationally adapted? to function during the pandemic.
In LAGC, this mapping identified 208 social assistance, 163
labour market and 42 social insurance responses adopted
by 37 countries and territories.® Many of these measures used
digital technologies to reach their beneficiaries, especially by
using online platforms for identification and registration, or

by delivering benefits through electronic transfers to bank
accounts or mobile money (IPC-IG 2021).'°

Use of ICTs in the application for and delivery of social protection programmes in LAC during COVID-19

450
400
350
300
250
200
150
100

50

Total number
of programmes

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on IPC-IG (2021).

However, this use of technology was not an innovation

in itself. Digital platforms for applying for social protection
programmes already existed in LAC, despite not being widely
used. Social protection was also already delivered digitally before
the pandemic, although the COVID-19 crisis accelerated digital
delivery in LAC countries (Beazley, Marzi, and Steller 2021).

In LAC, the number of programmes focused on the rural sector
that used ICTs was much lower. Out of 45 social protection
programmes explicitly targeting rural populations, only one
mentioned the use of ICTs not related to the use of mobile
money and digital application forms: the distribution of tablet
computers in Peru, which also had issues reaching the rural
population (IPC-IG 2021).

According to Beazley (2021), the use of digital registries
to identify beneficiaries of emergency programmes
benefited rural populations in many countries.

Programmes using digital
application methods

Programmes using
digital delivery methods

Cash transfer programmes tend to focus on poor households
and, consequently, on rural populations. When these cash
transfers are linked to registries, this connects rural communities
to those registries. This is especially true for Peru (ibid.).

However, the lack of mapped programmes making use of
ICTs in rural areas highlights the digital gap between rural
and urban areas. Further, the lack of access to digitalised social
protection responses has potentially excluded poor people in
rural areas from the general COVID-19 response.

In the following sections, three good practices of digitalised
social protection covering rural populations during the
pandemic are presented. Recalling the limitations of IPC-IG
(2021) highlighted in Section 2, after finding a limited number of
social protection responses focused on rural areas, we expanded
our research to programmes that may have been overlooked
due to their implementation by institutions not typically
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associated with social protection, and pre-COVID programmes
that only underwent minor adaptations during the pandemic.
Consequently, the PAA was not originally included in IPC-IG
(2021). Based on the findings from this policy brief series, the
IPC-IG aims to update its COVID-19 response mapping.

TABLE 2
Programme information: PAA™

3.2 Brazil: PAA

The PAA is a permanent federal programme established under
Brazil's Zero Hunger strategy. It purchases food from family
farmers that is then distributed as in-kind transfers (see Table 2)
(Government of Brazil 2021).

Goal
Implementation year 2003

Implementing institution

To promote access to food and encourage and support family agriculture

Ministry of Citizenship and the National Supply Company (Companhia Nacional de Abastecimento—CONAB)*?

®  Government purchases from family farmers with simultaneous donations to the social assistance
network, public food services and public schools

® Direct purchase
Components
P ®  Support for stock formation
® |nstitutional purchase

®  Seed acquisition

®  Purchase with simultaneous donation: Up to BRL6,500 (USD2,640.37 purchasing power parity—PPP)
per year for individual farmers and up to BRL8,000 (USD3,249.69 PPP) per year for farmers who
participate through family farming organisations

® Direct purchase: Up to BRL8,000 (USD3,249.69 PPP) per year per family farmer

Value and frequency of ®
the benefit

Support for stock formation: Up to BRL8,000 (USD3,249.69 PPP) per family farmer per year and
up to BRL1.5 million (USD 609,316.67 PPP) per organisation per year, with a limit of BRL300,000

(USD121,863.33 PPP) for the first award

® |nstitutional purchase: Each family can receive up to BRL20,000 (USD8,124.22 PPP) per year, and
family farming enterprises can receive up to BRL6 million (USD2.437 million PPP) per year

® Seed acquisition: Up to BRL6 million (USD2.437 million PPP) per year per supplying organisation

Targeting mechanisms Categorical

®  Producer beneficiaries: Family farmers, land reform settlers, foresters, aquaculturists,
extractivists, artisanal fishers, indigenous people, members of the quilombola communities,

Targeted group

Eligibility criteria

Coverage®®

Expenditure

and other traditional communities

Consumer beneficiaries: People in a situation of food and nutritional insecurity and those served by
the social assistance networks

Family farmers must prepare sales proposals in accordance with the criteria of each public call for proposals
Included in the Individual Taxpayer Registry (Cadastro de Pessoas Fisicas—CPF)

Have a Declaration of Aptitude (Declaragdo de Aptiddo—DAP) for the National Programme for
Strengthening Family Farming (Programa Nacional de Fortalecimento da Agricultura Familiar—
PRONAF), which allows family farmers to access public policies targeting this segment

53,600 farmers and 6.5 million consumer beneficiaries in 2018

BRL285 million (USD115.770 million PPP) in 2019

BRL168.2 million (USD68.325 million PPP) in 2020 + BRL812.3 million (USD329.965 million PPP)
during the pandemic

BRL101.7 million (USD 41.312 million PPP) in 2021—the lowest budget since the PAA’s creation

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Sambuichi et al. (2019; 2020); Government of Brazil (2020); Globo Rural (2021); Ministério da Cidadania (2019); Vilarino (2021);

and Bezerra and Sobreira (2021).

Digitalisation prior to the COVID-19 response

The CONAB was already digitalising the PAA prior to COVID-19.
It developed an offline app—PAANet—drawing from Brazil’s
tax revenue system, which enables users to file a digital
income tax declaration even without Internet access. PAANet
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allows farmers to apply for the PAA, cooperatives to register
their purchases from farmers, the CONAB to monitor whether
cooperatives are properly distributing PAA funds to members,
and farmers’ associations to find out when PAA resources are
available to buy their products. To use PAANet, producers only



need the Internet to download it and to send information to
CONAB, allowing forms to be filled out offline. Farmers may be
assisted in these tasks by cooperatives (if they are members)

or by municipalities. PAANet requires personal data on all
farmers involved in the PAA purchase, the amount and type

of products to be delivered, and their prices. Personal data

are protected by Brazil’s general data protection law and are
only shared with the Ministry of Citizenship. PAANet helped to
reduce the average payment time from 20 days to 3 days (Cruz,
Viegas, and Sambuichi 2021).

To access this app, farmers must be registered in the PRONAF
through the DAP, which is also requested digitally. This may be
done through cooperatives, facilitating registration for farmers
lacking digital literacy or ICT access. Still, requesting the DAP
might be difficult for farmers, both in terms of digital access
and documentation. In some cases, technical assistance is

also available through agronomists or agricultural extension
and advisory service workers provided by municipalities.
Capacity-building is also offered to train farmers to use
PAANet (Cruz, Viegas, and Sambuichi 2021; Sambuichi 2021).

The PAA has also digitalised payments, as the Ministry transfers
the money directly to farmers’ accounts. However, this is not
always possible, as some smallholders may remain excluded
from the necessary infrastructure (Cruz, Viegas, and Sambuichi
2021; Sambuichi 2021).

Similar, cooperatives in remote areas might still have problems
accessing the necessary technology. As family farmers might
lack digital and general literacy skills, some cooperatives may
have no members with the necessary ITC skills to complete
applications. These are instances where digitalisation could
cause more harm than good to programme implementation
(Cruz, Viegas, and Sambuichi 2021).

COVID-19 response
During the pandemic, PAANet allowed farmers to sell
their products to the government despite social distancing

TABLE 3
Programme information: Quédate en Casa

restrictions. Further, bureaucratic aspects of the programme
were relaxed, allowing for further digitalisation, as ICTs

were used to make minor administrative adaptations to the
programme. For example, documents sent to public institutions
could be e-mailed instead of mailed, which further accelerated
implementation of the PAA.

This experience may be incorporated into the programme
after the pandemic. The CONAB officials interviewed stated
that alternative digital procedures are being considered.

For example, allowing beneficiaries from remote traditional
communities to register with CONAB by sending photos of
their documents via WhatsApp on their mobile phones, which
are widely used even in rural areas. WhatsApp is already used
to inform family farmers whenever there are resources to
purchase their products, as these farmers have established wide
WhatsApp networks through which they communicate. One
concern, however, is the need to maintain data protection and
guarantee that PAA transactions can be audited (Cruz, Viegas,
and Sambuichi 2021).

3.3 Dominican Republic: Quédate en Casa

(including PROSOLI and Supérate)

With the onset of the COVID-19 crisis, the Government of the
Dominican Republic implemented the emergency programme
Quédate en Casa ('Stay at Home') (see Table 3). It extended

the pre-existing Progresando con Solidaridad (PROSOLI)™

by expanding the cash transfers under its Comer es Primero
component to beneficiaries of its other component, Bonogas
Hogar (ECLAC 2021b). Quédate en Casa also provided a
temporary cash transfer from April 2020 to April 2021 to families
who had become vulnerable due to the pandemic (Government
of Dominican Republic 2020a). In April 2021, the newly elected
government announced Supérate,'® which replaced PROSOLI
and benefited 1.35 million of the 1.5 million Quédate en Casa
beneficiaries (Acento 2021). While the main pandemic response
took place under Quédate en Casa, both PROSOLI and Supérate
must be considered when assessing digitalised social protection
for rural populations.

Goal Ensure income for informal households and support for vulnerable families as a response to the pandemic

Implementation year April 2020
Implementing institution
Components Cash transfer

Value and frequency of the benefit
Targeting mechanisms

Targeted group

Presidency of Dominican Republic, Ministry of Finance and Administrator of Social Subsidies

DOP5,000 (USD196.70 PPP) until December 2020, then DOP3,000 (USD118.02 PPP)

Proxy means testing according to the Quality of Life Index (/ndicio de Calidad de Vida—ICV) computed by the
Unified System of Beneficiaries (Sistema Unico de Beneficiarios—SIUBEN)

Beneficiaries of PROSOLI and those registered in SIUBEN classified as poor or vulnerable

®  PROSOLI beneficiaries who received Comer es Primero or Bonogas Hogar

®  Families in SIUBEN without a PROSOLI beneficiary card

Eligibility criteria

e  Elderly people or persons with a disability or critical disease

. Households with members working in the informal sector

Coverage

Expenditure

1.5 million households (811,003 from PROSOLI and 688,997 additional households)
DOP80.155 billion (USD3.153 billion PPP)

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on ECLAC (2021a; 2021b); Bisond (2021); Government of Dominican Republic (2020a; 2020b; 2021a; 2021b); Noticias SIN (2021);

Bacha (2021); Garcia (2021); Arias (2021); and Diario Libre (2021).
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Digitalisation prior to and during the COVID-19 response

Digitalisation of the Dominican Republic’s social protection

programmes also precedes the COVID-19 pandemic.
The national social registry, SIUBEN, was instrumental in

identifying and selecting vulnerable families not covered by

PROSOLI: Quédate en Casa extended cash transfers to two

additional SIUBEN categories (ICV-3 and ICV-4), marginally

non-poor households not eligible for PROSOLI. The new
beneficiaries may include, for example, owners of small
businesses who are vulnerable to disasters and normally
not covered by social protection (Bison6 2021).

Further, under PROSOLI, benefits were delivered through
the Social Subsidies Payment System (Sistema de Pagos de
Subsidios Sociales—SPSS) card: a single card for multiple
subsidies that functions like a debit card. When Quédate en
Casa was implemented, it was transferred to PROSOLI
beneficiaries through the SPSS card, which could be used
in small grocery stores from the Social Supply Network
(Red de Abastecimiento Social—RAS).

For new beneficiaries to access these transfers quickly and
easily, they were delivered to their national IDs (Redaccion

BOX 2
Digital innovations in social protection under Supérate

2020). This technology made it easier to reach additional people
and expand the network of places to buy food from 6,000 to
about 9,000 businesses (Bacha 2021). However, to prevent fraud,
the government started to distribute SPSS cards to the new
beneficiaries (Diario Libre 2021). Building on this, a chatbot was
created so that families could use their national IDs to check
their eligibility for Quédate en Casa and the balance of the cash
transfer (Bacha 2021).

Communication with beneficiaries also relied on digital
channels. The chatbot explained to beneficiaries that this

was a temporary programme (ibid.), and beneficiaries could
receive quick programme updates through social media. As
Internet coverage is advanced in the country, most farmers

have mobile phones and can use Whatsapp. Nevertheless, field
communication was used to reach those without Internet access
(Bisond 2021).

Finally, Supérate is part of the government’s Digital Agenda
2030, which aims to digitalise the entire population and reduce
the digital gap between urban and rural areas (Bacha 2021).
Thus, Supérate aims to contribute to the digitalisation of social
protection, as illustrated in Box 2.

market their products

e Sending SMS messages about irrigation to farmers

implementing new public policies (Bacha 2021).

e Supporting the economic inclusion of smallholders by developing an e-commerce platform where they can

® Training on technology to ensure digitalisation will reach everyone

e A pilot project facilitating transactions by making payments to beneficiaries through a QR code and eliminating the
need for cards; data collected will allow policymakers to track families’ consumption patterns, which will be key when

COVID-19 response

Thanks to the availability of SIUBEN data, Quédate
en Casa almost doubled the number of beneficiaries
accessing cash benefits through PROSOLI's Comer es
Primero. Since 40 per cent of the people who benefit

from social programmes live in rural areas, the programme

has had a significant impact on the protection of the
rural population (Bisoné 2021). It also allowed a larger
benefit value (DOP5,000 or USD196.70 PPP) than
Comer es Primero (DOP825 or USD32.45 PPP), although
when Supérate was announced, the Quédate en

Casa benefit had already been reduced to DOP3,000
(USD118.02 PPP) (Observatorio de Politicas Sociales

y Desarrollo 2020).

In 2021, when Supérate replaced PROSOLI, it
combined all social protection responses to avoid
duplications and improve effectiveness and efficiency,
covering all PROSOLI beneficiaries and doubling
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Comer es Primero's transfer amount to DOP1,650
(USD64.91 PPP). As the pandemic made the government
reconsider which groups should be considered poor
and vulnerable, new components were included in
Supérate’s design to mitigate other vulnerabilities.
Therefore, in addition to distributing a cash transfer,
Supérate also promotes food security through economic
inclusion. To achieve this, Supérate encompasses
multiple components, projects and subprogrammes
with a focus on family farmers and the use of

digital technologies.

3.4 Peru: Bono Rural

The Peruvian government implemented the Bono Rural

cash transfer during the COVID-19 pandemic to protect the
income of poor rural families (see Table 4). This programme
was part of a group of four cash transfers designed to provide
assistance during the crisis, each targeting a

different population group.'”




TABLE 4
Programme information: Bono Rural

Goal

Implementation year May 2020
Implementing institution
Components One-off cash transfer

Value and frequency
of the benefit

Targeting mechanisms

Protect the income of poor rural families

Ministry of Development and Social Inclusion (MIDIS)

PEN760 (USD400.76 PPP) one-off payment

Proxy means-testing through the Household Targeting System (Sistema de Focalizacion de Hogares—SISFOH)

(Extremely) poor families in the agriculture sector or rural area who have not benefited from other measures

They must be classified as poor or extremely poor according to the SISFOH

®  They must not have benefited from other support during the COVID-19 national emergency

Targeted group

° Households must live in rural areas
Eligibility criteria °
Coverage 966,217 families®®

Expenditure

PEN836 million (USD 440.838 million PPP)

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Government of Peru (2020; 2021a; 2021b; 2021c¢); ECLAC (2021c¢); and Loza (2021).

Digitalisation during the COVID-19 response

The Bono Rural was part of an emergency cash transfer ‘package’
in which the role of pre-existing registries for shock-
responsive targeting was noteworthy. Within this package,

the SISFOH, Peru’s social registry, and the National Identity and
Civil Status Registry (Registro Nacional de Identificacién y Estado
Civil—RENIEC) were used to identify those who would be the
most vulnerable during the pandemic (Loza 2021; President of
the Republic 2020). Further, coordination with other sectors was
also used to gain information necessary to identify beneficiaries.
For the Bono Rural, this included data from the Ministry of
Agriculture (Government of Peru 2021a).

The Bono Rural was delivered to rural families primarily through
digital means: deposits to bank accounts, mobile banking, money
transfers and in-cash distribution. Most of the beneficiaries (485,000
families) accessed the benefit through mobile banking. Around
another 100,000 families received the benefit through bank
deposits, and 100,000 at bank counters (through money transfers)
(Gestii 2020). To retrieve their benefits, families had to verify their
ID numbers through a website by answering questions about their
personal information that was found in the RENIEC. After this step,
they would receive a code by SMS for the final confirmation of their

BOX 3

identity, after which they could withdraw the benefit from an ATM
or the bank (Murga 2021).

Given that it might be difficult to access the Internet in some
areas, the MIDIS arranged for 375 tambos to support rural families.
Tambos are facilities from the MIDIS National Programme of
Action Platforms for Social Inclusion (Plataformas de Accién para
la Inclusién Social—PAIS) that provide social services to remote
facilities (SIGRID 2019). Among many services, such as hygiene
and medical services, emergency kits and training, they also
provide satellite Internet in 21 departments of the country where
the Internet is limited or unavailable (Plataformas de Accién para
la Inclusién Social n.d.)Through them, families could access the
verification website and benefit delivery mechanism, and receive
advice on the procedures for accessing the benefit (Gestii 2020;
AS Peru 2020). In general, Peru has some interesting experiences
on how to overcome geographical barriers for service provision,
including digitalisation, which are summarised in Box 3. However,
this may not have been enough to overcome barriers to access
to ICTs for some families during the implementation of the Bono
Rural, as the second most commonly used delivery modality was
direct distribution, which was done through vehicles for around
140,000 families (Gestion 2020).

Peruvian mechanisms for providing social services in remote areas lacking digital and financial infrastructure

services. There are plans for new tambos to open in the future.

Bono Rural.

Since before the COVID-19 pandemic, Peru has relied on specific services to overcome geographical barriers to infrastructure for social service provision:

e Besides the services described above, tambos are also used for a variety of social programmes and as community spaces to consult public

. Itinerant Social Action Platforms (Plataformas Itinerantes de Accidn Social—PIAS) are small boats connected to satellites that bring certain
social services to remote communities. These include the RENIEC, health care and social programmes such as pensions and Juntos, among
others. Currently, there are between five and seven routes that these boats travel on the rivers Napo and Moronas and on Lake Titicaca.

e Carritos pagadores (payment vehicles) visit remote areas without digital or financial infrastructure to deliver benefits, as was done for the

Source: Murga (2021).
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3.5 Common features of good practices

The programmes analysed in this study offer several lessons
learned for digitalising social protection to improve its efficacy
and coverage in rural LAC. This subsection outlines the common
success factors and obstacles highlighted during the interviews
about the three programmes analysed above and about the
state of digitalisation in LAC.

A common positive feature of the above-mentioned
programmes is that at least some digital innovation existed
prior to the pandemic, making countries’ social protection
systems more shock-responsive prior to the crisis. In Brazil,
the PAA already relied in part on CONAB’s offline app and on the
use of the DAP, allowing for remote beneficiary identification,
registration for and delivery of benefits, and monitoring to
continue despite social distancing (Cruz, Viegas, and Sambuichi
2021). Additional digital innovations were implemented in the
Dominican Republic during the pandemic, showing how the
crisis fuelled some innovation in social protection in the region.
Nevertheless, PROSOLI’s SPSS cards and the SIUBEN were key to
delivering cash transfers to existing beneficiaries and expanding
social protection to new ones (Bison6 2021; Bacha 2021).
Further, even Peru’s Bono Rural, which was implemented solely
during the pandemic, relied on the country’s pre-existing social
and civil registry and on alternative infrastructure in remote
areas to identify beneficiaries and deliver social assistance

(Loza 2021). Note that in all three examples, pre-existing
infrastructure, especially social and civil registries, were key
to identifying beneficiaries during the pandemic response.

The programmes analysed in Brazil and the Dominican Republic
relied on farmer associations for programme implementation.
In the Dominican Republic, interviewees explained that little work
is done with individual farmers, while in Brazil, the PAA either had
direct contact with individual farmers via municipalities or relied
on cooperatives through the CONAB (Bisoné 2021; Cruz, Viegas,
and Sambuichi 2021). The case of the PAA highlights the role

of cooperatives in supporting vulnerable producers’ access

to and capacity to use ICTs, although particularly vulnerable
cooperatives also struggled with digital literacy issues (Cruz,
Viegas, and Sambuichi 2021).

Finally, interviewees from Brazil and the Dominican Republic
emphasised the usefulness of applications such as WhatsApp. Such
tools have been important to establish social networks for farmers
and are being considered for future social protection endeavours in
both countries (Bacha 2021; Cruz, Viegas, and Sambuichi 2021).

Nevertheless, these good practices have been exceptions rather
than the rule, and they also highlight how digitalised social
protection for poor people in rural areas still faces several barriers
in LAC. All case studies report connectivity or access barriers
despite having measures in place to support vulnerable
rural communities’ access to digital social protection (Bacha
2021; Bisond 2021; Cruz, Viegas, and Sambuichi 2021; Murga
2021). In Brazil, some producers live in areas that are too remote,
do not know how to read, or lack capacity to use digital or
banking systems (Cruz, Viegas, and Sambuichi 2021). In Peru,
the government estimates that around 5 per cent of the target
population has not received the transfer due to communication
barriers (Murga 2021). While the Dominican Republic did not
report major Internet coverage issues, some farmers faced
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obstacles regarding information on how to use the benefit
delivery mechanism (Bacha 2021).

Related to connectivity and access barriers, Brazil and Peru also
reported local facilities being overloaded by citizens who
needed to update their records, either because some beneficiaries
had to visit banks to collect their benefits at the same time as
beneficiaries for another emergency programme (Brazil) or because
it was difficult to maintain social distancing during in-person benefit
delivery (Peru) (Cruz, Viegas, and Sambuichi 2021; Murga 2021).

Exclusion errors were also reported in the Dominican Republic and
Peru. In the former, this was because ICV scores became outdated
quickly, while in Peru, exclusion errors stemmed from how payments
were initially processed (Bacha 2021; Bison6 2021; Loza 2021). At first,
the payment was made to one specific person in each household,
but sometimes that person was not there. This gave people an
incentive to register as unitary households, so each person would
receive a payment. This was eventually changed (Loza 2021).

Finally, despite their positive experiences, the PAA and Supérate
both face future risks due to insufficient budgets (Bacha 2021;
Sambuichi 2021). In Brazil, budget cuts are already affecting the
PAA’s ability to offer adequate and timely support to farmers,
who are losing trust in the programme (Sambuichi 2021).

This highlights how the quality of regional best practices may
deteriorate if political will is not upheld.

4 Recommendations

Considering the above-mentioned social protection responses
to the COVID-19 pandemic in LAC and the limitations of
digitalised social protection in rural areas, the authors
recommend the following measures to ensure the effective use
of digital innovation in building social protection systems back
better in rural areas of the region.

4.1 Use digitalisation to facilitate rural social protection
e  Expand the use of mobile payments to the rural population
when capacity to use mobile phones is adequate.

® Provide beneficiaries with single electronic cards that can
be used to deliver more than one social protection benefit.

e Digitalise management information systems when
possible, considering that digitalisation in rural contexts
may be harmful when specific characteristics of the rural
context are not considered and when not all operating
agencies are equipped to use ICTs.

e Establish unified or interoperable registries that store data
digitally so that they can be shared more easily for cross-
checking and for making social protection programmes more
shock-responsive. When possible, make registration for these
registries digital, but keep the option to register in person with
local government agencies that are present in remote areas.
To achieve this, collaboration with institutions outside the
social protection sector may be considered, such as the
postal service or public health facilities.

® Increase electricity and Internet supply in rural areas by
closing or overcoming infrastructure gaps. While the
former is ideal, the latter may be financially viable and less



environmentally harmful and can be achieved through
social innovations adapted to the geographical context.

* Incorporate social protection in rural digitalisation strategies
to guarantee universal access and capacity to use ICTs.

e Ensure that non-digital options for access to social
protection are available. This includes access to financial
systems through ATMs, post offices and other physical
establishments for benefit delivery and enrolment.

4.2 Use digitalisation to facilitate economic inclusion

e Reduce the documentation, steps and personal
interaction required to open bank accounts and apply
for social protection programmes and agricultural
interventions. When this is not possible, communicate the
necessity for the requested data and visits in a way that
addresses any historical tension and mistrust between the
vulnerable target community and the State.

e Upgrade national ID cards to incorporate the necessary
technology to be used for cash transfers. Note that a
necessary prerequisite to make this a useful change for rural
social protection is that rural communities have access to
national ID cards in the first place.

® Increase electricity and Internet demand in remote areas
through income-generating programmes and subsidies.

e Collaborate with rural communities’ existing social
networks, such as farmer associations, to increase the
digital capacity of at least selected community members
who can capacitate or at least support others to use digital
social protection services.

4.3 Support the digitalisation of rural LAC
® Increase access to digital services, including social
protection, through the adaptation of existing services.

e When Internet connectivity is an issue but access to digital
equipment is possible, consider using offline digital tools
to operationalise parts of social protection programmes.

e  (Create social protection programmes focused on training
rural populations to use digital technologies, to help
them acquire digital skills.

e Use social media to facilitate communication between
government and beneficiaries or between beneficiaries.

e Consider the vulnerabilities of the rural population and
the digital gap, including the digital gender gap, when
designing and communicating about social protection
programmes. The participation of rural communities in
programme design and implementation may be an asset.

e Establish legal and regulatory frameworks to protect
social protection beneficiaries’ personal data and
privacy. These regulations must consider that rural
communities’ vulnerabilities, such as a lack of (digital)
literacy, may require additional provisions to safeguard
their rights as ICT users and protect them from abuse.

1. This report was commissioned by the Regional Office for Latin America
and the Caribbean of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO-RLC) under a United Nations Agency to Agency Agreement
with the International Policy Centre for Inclusive Growth (IPC-IG).
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Melo dos Santos Cruz, Regina Helena Rosa Sambuichi and Rodolfo Beazley
for kindly participating in the interviews regarding the selected case studies.
Their contributions were vital to this study and offered valuable lessons
learned for building back better in the region.

We also thank Alejandro Grinspun, Gala Dahlet, Pablo Faret, Rodrigo
Rivera and Qiushi Yue (FAO); Fabio Veras (IPC-IG/IPEA); Fabianna Bacil
(formerly IPC-IG); and Anna-Catharina Truschner, Gabriela Garcia,
Jean Alva and Maddalena Sartor (UN Volunteers).

2. Digitalisation refers to altering processes using digital technologies
(Gupta 2020). These are used here interchangeably with information and
communication technologies (ICTs) and include biotechnology, automation,
artificial intelligence and robotics, computers, the internet, mobile phones,
radio, and other electronic devices (Prause, Hackfort, and Lindgren 2021;
Vasilescu et al. 2020; Repke, Haunstrup Christensen, and Ole Jensen 2010;
Oliveira Neto and Pinheiro 2013).

3. ECLAC (2021¢) argues that workers in occupations that could not be easily
adapted to teleworking were more likely to face unemployment during the
pandemic in both rural and urban areas.

4. Different types of actors from the private or public sectors that provide
access to skills related to agriculture (FAO and ECLAC 2020b).

5. Digital services include digital information systems, digital financial

services (digital transfers, payments, mobile phones, Internet, mobile network
operators, banks, non-bank financial institutions and electronic money issuers),
and digital grievance and accountability mechanisms (Carter et al. 2019).

6. The production, “processing, trade, transportation or retail and
consumption” of food (Prause, Hackfort, and Lindgren 2021, 642).

7. See the IPC-IG online dashboard (Social protection responses to COVID-19
in the Global South) and the Dashboard methodological note.

8. Here, horizontal expansion refers to an increase in coverage to previously
uncovered people by the social protection systems; vertical expansion refers
to an increase in benefit amount or added benefits to existing beneficiaries;
and operational adaptations refers to changes in payment methods or
frequency, delivery mechanism, among others.

9. Apart from LAC's 33 countries, territories that are not sovereign countries,
such as dependencies or dependent territories from other countries or areas
of special sovereignty and autonomous territories (like Anguilla, Aruba,
Curacao, Cayman Islands, etc.) were considered.

10. The delivery method was only mapped for cash-based transfers, and the
digital application methods refer only to programmes where the applicant
had to apply to receive the benefit.

11. Note that the PAA may change due to executive measures.

12.The federal government institution involved in operationalising the PAA
(Sambuichi et al. 2020).

13. Excluding the institutional purchase component (Sambuichi et al. 2020).
14. See previous note.

15. Created in 2012, it provided conditional cash transfers, socio-educational
support, and linkages with other services through actions focused on
beneficiaries’identification, health, education, training, food security,
nutrition, income generation, habitability, protection of the environment
and access to ICTs (ECLAC 2021a).

16. Besides cash transfers, Supérate also provides in-kind transfers and
subsidies for capacity-building and other activities to promote social and
economic inclusion (Bisono 2021; Presidency of the Dominican Republic 2021).

17.The three other cash transfers were Yo Me Quedo en Casa (for poor
urban households), the Bono Independiente (for informal and independent
workers) and the Bono Familiar Universal (for vulnerable rural and urban
beneficiaries excluded by the other programmes) (Ministerio de Desarrollo e
Inclusion Social 2020). At a later date, the Bono Universal was implemented,
also benefiting those who had received the previous four benefits. The Bono
600 was also delivered to urban families living in extreme health emergency
conditions (Government of Peru n.d.). The latest benefit, the Bono Yanapay,
started in September 2021 and could also have reached those who had
benefited from the Bono Rural when it was implemented (Loza 2021).

18. Another 258,000 families were covered by the Bono Familiar Universal,
which includes both rural and urban communities. Further, the Bono
Universal covered beneficiaries of the Bono Familiar Universal and the Bono
Rural. Considering the Bono Universal, around another 600,000 households
were covered, resulting in around 2 million rural families being covered by
the three programmes (Loza 2021).
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https://socialprotection.org/sites/default/files/Methodological%20Note_IPC-IG%20Dashboard%20version%201.0%2022Sep.pdf
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