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BACKGROUND NOTE

Mitigating the effects of COVID-19 
on MSMEs and how can we build 
back better?
An ILO Caribbean High Level Virtual Roundtable13 May 2020  |  11:00 am - 12:30 pm Eastern Caribbean Time (ECT)

objective
The virtual roundtable series, convened by the International Labour Organization (ILO) Decent Work 
Team and Office for the Caribbean, aims to provide a dialogue platform in this time of COVID-19 
for governments, employers’ and workers’ representatives as well as other stakeholders to discuss 
topics relevant to the world of work in times of COVID-19.
In these uncertain times, no one entity may have all the answers, but through exchange, dialogue, 
openness and commitment, stakeholders to the ecosystem for MSMEs can make meaningful and 
positive contributions to foster opportunities and ensure the devastating effects of the crisis are 
not put to further waste. 

In this third technical virtual roundtable, the ILO Office for the Caribbean wishes to:

 f explore the challenges Caribbean MSMEs are  facing (with a special focus on labour issues) 
due to the containment measures for COVID-19; 

 f get insights into what governments and agencies supporting MSMEs are planning and 
providing to MSMEs to help mitigate the effects; and

 f better understand what overall guidance the region can look to with regards to  policies and 
programmes to respond to the crisis, prepare as the world slowly begins to ease restrictions, 
and seek to stimulate economic activity that is coherent with a green and just transition and 
leaving no one behind. 

https://www.ilo.org/caribbean
https://www.facebook.com/ilo.caribbean/
https://twitter.com/ILOCaribbean
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context and justification 
Efforts to contain the spread of COVID-19 are essential to protect lives and avoid the collapse of 
healthcare systems. While necessary, these measures are having enormous impacts on workers 
and employment, due to production disruption and drastic drops in demand for goods and 
services. 

In the Caribbean, the strong containment measures taken by countries across the region since 
mid-March to “flatten the curve” are showing signs of being successful in maintaining low 
numbers with just a little over 1000 cases reported by end of April. However, the cost of halting  
economic activities, especially in sectors such as tourism, has been sharp and sudden. The fall 
in prices on commodities such as oil and gas have also added to the hardship. According to 
different sources, growth in the region could contract by an estimated 6.2 per cent in 2020, 
meaning the Caribbean would be headed towards a severe recession.

Enterprises are in extreme distress and the decline in economic activity is already pushing many 
out of business or into informality. Micro, small and medium-sized enterprises are particularly 
vulnerable, since they tend to have fewer assets and more limited cash reserves, as well as lower 
levels of productivity. All employers and own-account workers in lower middle-income countries 
are affected, since these are economies with high levels of informality and limited fiscal means 
and policy space to respond to the needs of such enterprises and own-account workers.

Governments worldwide are putting stimulus packages in place to support the economy and help 
enterprises out of the crisis. However, not all governments will have the financial resources to 
implement expansionary policies; therefore, a comprehensive yet targeted mix of public-private 
investment measures and international cooperation is needed. Furthermore, these measures 
may be susceptible to leave some of the most vulnerable groups behind, including women 
owned businesses and informal economic units. In addition, once containment measures are 
lifted, surviving enterprises and own-account workers will continue to face challenges given 
that recovery is expected to be uncertain and slow. Restarting businesses will require significant 
adjustments with cost implications, including securing safe work environments. Unless tackled 
by effective and often innovative policies, these new requirements are likely to add additional 
severe constraints on businesses. 

The intent of this webinar is to understand where the Caribbean stands on these issues. For 
example, what are enterprises  putting in place to mitigate the impact and pave the way for the 
post-recovery phase; what are governments doing; and how are countries in the region striving 
for greater resilience and preparing to deliver new jobs and businesses with a special focus 
on doing so through a clean, green and just transition. These and other questions raised by 
participants during the Q&A session will be the basis for this roundtable discussion.

https://www.ilo.org/caribbean
https://www.facebook.com/ilo.caribbean/
https://twitter.com/ILOCaribbean
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ILO’S INITIAL GUIDANCE TO SUPPORT ENTERPRISES DURING 
THE PANDEMIC AND RECOVERY1 
 
Support to enterprises should address the specific challenges they are facing in the unique 
circumstances of the pandemic and fit together with broader actions to support workers who 
have lost their jobs, identifying synergies where possible. Government policy responses to 
support enterprises will need to address each of the three distinct phases of the COVID-19 crisis: 

 f general reduction in economic activity due to measures to prevent spreading;
 f re-activation of business activity once the virus is contained; and 
 f  recovery of economic growth, within a context of a just transition promoting enterprise 
sustainability and resilience. 

Emergency interventions to address the first and second phases will help to speed up recovery 
in the third phase. The first phase may be recurrent so policy action should remain flexible, 
including operating under less than optimal conditions. 

The characteristics of each phase will change in different economic and social contexts, in 
particular, the feasibility to implement full physical distancing and lockdown.  Policies and 
programmes should also be time-bound and take into consideration future government debt 
burdens.  

Government policies should be developed in consultation with the social partners, not only in 
the spirit of tripartism, but also because employers’ organizations play a vital role in delivering 
support services to enterprises, and workers and their organizations have a vested interest in 
supporting enterprises through this crisis.  

1 Based primarily on two ILO briefs related to enterprises and COVID19: “Interventions to support Enterprises during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and recovery” and “Restructuring for recovery and resilience in response to the COVID 19 crisis”.

PHASE 1: 
MEASURES TAKEN TO 

LIMIT SPREAD

Convert production
Support to cover fixed costs
Support to adapt to new 
market circumstances
Consider internal or external 
redeployment
Retrain
Explore alternative work 
arrangements
(Discuss and agree on) 
Temporary lay-offs or pay cuts

PHASE 2:  REACTIVATE 
ECONOMY WHEN 

SPREAD IS CONTAINED

Ease access to credit and other 
financial services
Roll out demand policy
Maximize near markets
Make business environment 
more agile

PHASE 3: 
RECOVERY OF 

ECONOMIC GROWTH

Upgrade infrastructure
Upgrade services to MSMEs

SOCIAL DIALOGUE  INCLUSIVENESS /GREENING  TIME BOUND 
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