
COVID-19: Tackling
the Jobs Crisis in the
Least Developed
Countries



Cases of COVID-19 in the LDCs were recorded later than in more advanced regions

and have remained relatively subdued, but they continue to increase steadily. The

effects on employment and incomes are likely to be exceptionally deep and long-

lasting, compromising development prospects and threatening to tear apart the

social fabric.[1]

Based on current demographic trends, one-in-five of the youth in the world (persons

aged from 15 to 24 years old) will be born in a LDC by 2030. To provide those young

women and men with education, training, job opportunities and prospects for a

decent life will be essential to a truly global recovery and a better future of work for

all.

[1] Source: The Information presented in this document is adapted from: ILO. Forthcoming.

"COVID-19 - Tackling the Jobs Crisis in the Least Developed Countries", ILO policy brief,

authored by Aurelio Parisotto and Adam Elsheikhi, Employment Policy Department, ILO.
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As of November 3rd 2020, they came to account for 981,493 confirmed cases,

embodying 2.1 per cent of the global aggregate (table 1). Close to 40 per cent of

those cases, moreover, were accounted in one country alone – Bangladesh, with

Nepal, Ethiopia, and Myanmar together composing an additional 30 per cent.

These figures are likely to be far less than the reality because of limited testing

capacities. Although they increased their testing capacity by 19 times since early

May, as of September 30th, LDCs altogether still accounted for 6,811 reported tests

per million population. This is in contrast to 63,655 and 224,197 reported tests per

million population in the other developing countries and the developed world,

respectively.[2]

The LDCs experienced contagion later and less severely than
advanced countries

Table 1 - COVID-19 confirmed cases in the LDCs
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The recorded number of COVID-19 related deaths also suggests that LDCs are

relatively unscathed by the pandemic, as they accounted for 1.3 per cent of the

global death toll as of November 3rd (16,270 vs.1,204,028).[3] The virus is more

deadly among older people and for those with co-morbidities, such as

cardiovascular diseases, which are more prevalent in rich countries.[4]

[2] Source: COVID-19 testing in LDCs – status report of 30 Sep 2020.

[3] Since historical series are not available for the majority of the LDCs, there are no data on

the number of excess deaths, which could be a way to deal with undercounting.

[4] Source: The Effects of the Coronavirus Pandemic in Emerging Market and Developing

Economies: An Optimistic Preliminary Account.

https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/wp-content/uploads/sites/45/LDC-testing-30-Sep.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/bpea-articles/the-effects-of-the-coronavirus-pandemic-in-emerging-market-and-developing-economies/


Several LDCs were able to deploy pre-existing strategies and technologies used to

counteract other infectious diseases, such as epidemic surveillance during the Sierra

Leone Ebola outbreak, or rabies surveillance in Tanzania. Many of the LDCs were

shielded from the worst of the pandemic by their limited connectivity and their

largely rural and young populations. Those factors helped flatten the COVID-19

contagion curve from the onset. However, even the most affected LDCs have not

faced the second and third waves of the pandemic that are affecting countries in

the other regions (see figure 1).
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Figure 1 - Cases and deaths per million population [5]

LDCs

Advanced and emerging economies

[5] Figure 1 shows the evolution of COVID-19 infections (blue series) and deaths (black series) per million

population in the LDCs (i.e. Bangladesh, Nepal, Ethiopia, and Myanmar) and advanced and emerging

economies (i.e. the Republic of Korea, U.S., France, and South Africa). 



Most of the LDCs introduced early lockdowns and mobility restrictions similar to

those in advanced economies in order to contain the spread of the virus. A few

adopted lighter approaches for various reasons, including concerns about limited

social protection coverage and/or opposition to complete or partial lockdowns.

Many of those who had stricter measures, however, soon chose to amend and ease

them recognising the grave economic damage caused for businesses, workers and

poorer people. 

In the LDCs, over 80 per cent of all workers experienced some kind of workplace

closures as of July 30th 2020, while over 20 per cent were in countries which

required workplace closures for all but essential workers (figure 2). This is lower

than the world average. Less severe restrictions were common particularly among

LDCs in Sub-Saharan Africa, and the Pacific.

The LDCs responded quickly as the pandemic unfolded
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Figure 2:  Share of workers with general workplace closures (as of 30

July 2020)
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If the direct impact on public health remained subdued or unseen, multiple shocks

are having a dramatic impact on jobs and incomes in the LDCs.

The containment measures adopted at the outbreak of the pandemic, as seen

above in figure 2, account for the most direct effect. Restriction of movements,

mandated market closures at home and abroad and social distancing especially

affected the economic sectors wherein informal, low-productive urban employment

is usually clustered – commerce, food, transportation, personal services and

domestic work. The agricultural sector was also affected by restrictions to mobility.

Workers in those sectors represent the majority of the workforce in the LDCs.

External channels - Even before registering a single case of contagion, most LDCs

were suffering from the disruptions caused by COVID-19 to the global economy, with

significant job losses in manufacturing, construction, tourism, services, and mining.

This has primarily been a result of interruptions in global supply chains, the drying up

of tourism, as well as sharp declines in the price of commodities and volume of

remittances. Each of those factors are profoundly affecting LDCs’ already limited

fiscal revenues and fragile current accounts. As the global economy is heading

toward a deep recession, a prolonged fall in global demand is an overwhelming

challenge. Even those countries that were most successful over the past decade –

owing to good governance, focused public investments and a diversified set of

exports of goods and services - will find it very hard to recover and regain their

sustained rates of economic growth.

Macroeconomic effects – The contractionary effects above are spreading rapidly

throughout the economy, given the weak social protection systems that can act as

automatic stabilizers and the limited capacity for countercyclical fiscal measures in

the LDCs. At same time, widespread uncertainty affects consumption and investment

decisions.  Viable businesses, especially MSMEs, can be rapidly forced to close. For

workers and households, the risk is not just higher rates of unemployment and

inactivity, or withheld salaries and wages, but also falling even deeper into

informality, underconsumption, hunger and long-lasting poverty.

Indirect public health effects - The indirect effects of the COVID-19 pandemic can

be quite significant, for instance, if they lead to fewer vaccinations among children

or higher child and maternal mortality due to the disruption of health care services –

with long-run implications for growth.

Although the health crisis has been relatively passive, the

employment crisis is especially acute
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6] See, for instance, Wieser, C.; Ambel, A.; Bundervoet, T.; Haile, A. 2020. Impacts on

Households in Ethiopia: Results from a High-Frequency Phone Survey of Households,

Washington, D.C.: World Bank.

Employment figures only capture part of the labour market

damage

A variety of ex-ante assessments, ad hoc household and business surveys and

innovative methods have been introduced to track labour markets as the crisis

unravels in the LDCs (see box 1). Overall, they point to job losses dispropotionately

concentrated in low-skilled jobs. Although mainly in urban areas (i.e. in tourism,

construction, manufacturing, restaurants, retail, and transport), rural jobs are also

affected, such as those in agriculture and mining.[6]

Women are especially at risk since, on the one hand, they are overrepresented in

several labour intensive low-skilled activities, and, on the other, have heightened

unpaid care obligations on the backdrop of school and childcare closures.

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/33824


Box 1 – Aggregate employment and income impacts in the LDCs

 

In Bangladesh, one study noted that job postings from the largest online matching sites have fallen

by 87 per cent compared to last year.[7] As of June, moreover, a rapid impact assessment showed

that 89.6 per cent of Bangladeshi households have experienced a fall in their income, with 94.8 per

cent having no or inadequate food stocks, while 34 per cent reported no access to safe and clean

water.[8]

 

In Ethiopia, preliminary evidence indicates that employment rates among 3,000 respondents

declined by 7 per cent in April-May, registered a slight rebound of 3 per cent in May-June, and

stabilised thereafter (at 86 per cent). Job losses were more significant in transportation,

construction and industry in urban areas, while the pick-up was driven by self-employment and

casual work in commerce and personal service. Income losses were significant, affecting 55 per

cent of the households in April-May, 46 per cent in May-June, and 50 per cent in July.[9]  

 

In Senegal, one study expects modest increases to the unemployment rate (by 0.2 per cent and 0.15

per cent in 2020 and 2021, respectively).[10] An April phone survey, moreover, revealed that 86.8

per cent of respondents experienced a drop in their income.[11]   

 

In Timor Leste, as of July, a survey revealed that 25 per cent of respondents lost their job because of

COVID-19. The employment rate was particularly low for the youth (at around 12 per cent). While

56.6 per cent of respondents had no means of income, 37.6 per cent of households were affected

by moderate or severe food insecurity. In Uganda, a preliminary assessment suggests that the short-

term economic impacts of COVID-19 could lead to business closures affecting millions of Ugandan

workers, most of whom work in the informal sector (90 per cent). These effects are expected to

increase the number of poor people by an additional 2.6 million.[12]    

 

In Yemen, too, job and income losses have been significant: a survey revealed that 40 per cent of

formal workers have lost their jobs, while 79 per cent of respondents reported a reduction in their

income of at least a fifth.[13] 
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[7] Source: COVID-19 Impact on Job Postings: Real-Time Assessment Using Bangladesh and Sri

Lanka Online Job Portals. 

[8] Source: COVID-19: Rapid Impact Assessment Bangladesh. 

[9] Source: Monitoring COVID-19 Impacts on Households in Ethiopia: Results from a High-

Frequency Phone Survey of Households.

[10] Source: Impact socio-économique de la pandémie de la covid-19 au Sénégal.  

[11] Source: Five Findings from a New Phone Survey in Senegal.  

[12] Source: Socio-Economic Impact of COVID-19 in Uganda. 

[13] Source: COVID-19 Impact Assessment Report - Yemen, July 2020.

The estimated loss of working hours is lower in low-income countries compared to

other regions of the world (-13.9 per cent vis-à-vis a world average of -17.3 per cent

from 2019Q4 to 2020Q2). Out of economic necessity, many workers in low-income

countries were forced to maintain their working routines, which is especially true for

the self-employed, daily wage labourers and low-skilled workers. Not least because

the nature of their work required physical proximity to others and teleworking from

home is not an option.

https://www.adb.org/publications/covid-19-impact-job-postings-bangladesh-sri-lanka
https://www.adb.org/publications/covid-19-impact-job-postings-bangladesh-sri-lanka
https://www.wvi.org/publications/report/bangladesh/covid-19-rapid-impact-assessment-bangladesh
https://www.wvi.org/publications/report/bangladesh/covid-19-rapid-impact-assessment-bangladesh
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/33824
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/coronavirus/socio-economic-impact-of-covid-19.html
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/coronavirus/socio-economic-impact-of-covid-19.html
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/five-findings-new-phone-survey-senegal
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/coronavirus/socio-economic-impact-of-covid-19.html
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/coronavirus/socio-economic-impact-of-covid-19.html
https://reliefweb.int/report/yemen/covid-19-impact-assessment-report-yemen-july-2020


The income channel may more adequately capture the negative impact. A

common result across the different studies and surveys is that the crisis has led to

significant lost earnings and reduced incomes, affecting as much as 80-90 per cent

of surveyed respondents - e.g. Bangladesh, Senegal, Timor Leste, Uganda, and

Yemen.[14] The lack of social protection, no paid sick leave, little personal savings,

and no access to credit markets leaves those workers without any shelter,

multiplying the negative effects of the recession. This forces people into negative

coping strategies, such as cutting down on consumption to the bare minimum, taking

out predatory loans from informal moneylenders, or, in extreme cases, theft and

child labour.
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[14] Sources: World Vision. 2020. Rapid impact assessment in Bangladesh, London; Nestour, A.;

Moscoviz, L. 2020. Five findings from a new phone survey in Senegal, Centre for Global

Development; UN. 2020. Socio-economic impact assessment of COVID-19 in Timor Leste;

Aguta et al. 2020. Monitoring COVID-19 Impacts on Households in Uganda: Findings from the

First Round of the High-Frequency Phone Survey (English); Norwegian Refugee Council. 2020.

COVID-19 Impact Assessment Report.

i) targeted investments to strengthen the health system;

ii) the expansion of social assistance to the most affected, mainly including

cash-transfers and in-kind necessities; and

iii) supporting the private sector through tax relief, suspension of government

fees and waived social contributions.

The rapid introduction of fiscal and monetary measures is a commonality

between advanced economies and the LDCs ... Like advanced economies, most

LDCs rushed to adopt fiscal packages designed to tackle the health emergency,

provide emergency lifelines to vulnerable households, and support businesses (see

table 2, phase 1). The standard bundle included:

Attention was also paid to targeted support to highly exposed sectors, such as

transportation, accommodation, and tourism (e.g. Benin, Bangladesh, Burkina Faso,

CAR, Guinea, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritania, Mozambique, Sierra Leone,

Senegal, Togo, and Uganda). Subsidized access to agricultural inputs was provided

in some cases (e.g. Gambia, Rwanda and Togo). In other cases, medicine and

medical equipment were exempted from paying import duties (e.g. Madagascar and

Malawi).

To reach out to the large numbers of workers in the informal economy who were hit

by the crisis was one major challenge. Most countries broadened and topped up

existing cash transfer programmes. Some countries have used this time as an

opportunity to reduce informality and have coupled access to emergency micro-

loans with measures for formalisation of small economic units. For formal workers,

wage subsidies were introduced in some cases, often conditional to employment

retention, while a few countries made use of cash for work and labour-intensive

public works programmes. Innovative solutions were also searched for, and existing

technologies have been exploited (e.g. mobile cash-transfers).

https://www.wvi.org/sites/default/files/2020-06/Rapid%20Impact-%20Assessment%20Bangladesh%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/five-findings-new-phone-survey-senegal
https://un.org.tl/en/component/jdownloads/send/17-covid-19/78-seia-final-report?Itemid=0
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/538251597678748650/findings-from-the-first-round-of-the-high-frequency-phone-survey
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/NRC%20COVID-19%20Impact%20Assessment%202020%20-%20Combined.pdf


…while a point of departure is the size of these packages. The size of economic

support varied significantly across LDCs. Overall, it was far below the average of

other income groups and largely out of keeping with the expected decline in GDP or

the loss in labour incomes. Only a handful of LDCs could afford support measures

over 5 per cent of GDP (Cambodia, Lesotho, Mozambique, Senegal, and Timor-

Leste). Moreover, new discretionary expenditures were just a portion of the budget

allocated to the COVID-19 response in the LDCs. Many countries reallocated

expenditures away from capital spending or reduced the public sector wage bill, at

the cost of undermining prospects for recovery and future economic growth.

On average, on-budget support in low-income countries was 1.4 per cent of GDP (of

which 0.6 per cent for the health sector) compared with 3.4 per cent and 7.9 per

cent in emerging and advanced economies. In the aggregate, of the global fiscal

support estimated at about $10 trillion in June 2020, almost 90 per cent was

accounted for by high-income economies and only 0.03 per cent by low-income

economies.[15]. 

[15] Source: ILO. 2020. ILO Monitor: COVID-19 and the world of work. Fifth edition Updated

estimates and analysis, ILO:  Geneva.

Monetary policy responses were also fast and generally included reducing the policy

rate, providing liquidity to the commercial banks and relaxing reserve requirements

or mandatory deposit limits. In some cases, commercial banks and micro-finance

institutions or national development banks were used as a vehicle to help SMEs

restructure their loans and access guarantees or moratoria on their debt service.

Here, too, mobile-based solutions were used in some countries, e.g. refinancing

schemes to pay furloughed workers through mobile financial services, or the waiving

of fees on mobile money transactions to encourage cashless transactions.

Sustained international support is critical to tackle the economic and

employment impacts of the pandemic in the LDCs. The lack of fiscal space

accounts for a main constraint to effectively tackling the employment and economic

damage of the pandemic. This constraint is compounded as fiscal accounts are

under pressure from the decline in revenues at the same time as lower foreign

exchange earnings place pressure on the balance of payments and debt levels. As

LDCs can hardly borrow in their own currencies, and are relying on imports of many

essential goods and services, external constraints are particularly constrictive.

Valuable assistance has been made available from the multilateral institutions and

the G20 countries but much more is needed. Looking forward, and if the crisis drags

on, far more bilateral and multilateral support and new financial facilities will be

essential to help LDCs fund their responses at each of the different stages of the

pandemic crisis (see table 2).
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https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_749399.pdf


There is much LDCs’ governments, employers and workers can do to promote a job-

rich recovery and beyond. Table 2 provides a matrix of possible measures in

different policy areas. The exact policy content will differ across countries

according to their economic and institutional features - and not in all LDCs, will it

be possible to achieve a smooth and fast transition out of the pandemic to greater

resilience and prosperity. States in conflict and post-conflict situations may need

large amounts of humanitarian assistance. Countries with a functioning state, a

burgeoning private sector and vibrant civil society might be better able - with

appropriate international support - to make more progress. What could help cope

successfully with the current set of extraordinary challenges is a more inclusive and

effective policy process. Five elements, based on the ILO experience in assisting

LDCs, could help improve country policy design and implementation:

National plans to restart the economy and promote a job-rich recovery;

A whole-of-government approach - utilising and coordinating expertise and

resources from different ministries and agencies, thereby creating synergies,

critical mass and fiscal savings;

Reliable and timely information on the numbers and quality of jobs - to

facilitate monitoring, gain political traction to the recovery packages and

identify gaps (with a particular focus on women, youth, and informal workers);

Productive transformation as a critical underpinning – through strategic

interactions between public agencies and private sectors, with new networks of

labour market policies and services, training and other institutions as key

facilitators;

A broad and open participatory approach to strategy design and policy

implementation - involving social dialogue and stakeholders to agree on key

priorities, gain buy-in to implementation and improve accountability.

Looking beyond recovery, countries will need to take a hard look and review their

development strategies, targeting their investment in infrastructure, capacities and

institutions to take better advantage of employment opportunities within local and

regional production systems. Such as those from IT-enabled grassroot innovations

and entrepreneurship, and from emerging sectors such as the green and digital

economy, as well as health and care services.

A job-rich recovery and beyond
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Table 2 - Economic and employment responses to COVID-19 in the
LDCs
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