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PRESENTATION

The EU-LAC Foundation is pleased to present the publication "The Covid-19 Crisis and 
Pathways to Sustainable Recovery in the European Union, Latin America and the Caribbe-
an" which compiles the interventions presented during a Keynote Lecture Series 2021 held 
virtually from July to September 2021 in collaboration with the Latin American Studies Pro-
gramme of the University of Hamburg. 

These conferences were implemented with the objective of contributing to the generation of 
knowledge and the exchange between scientists, civil society actors, public officials and deci-
sion-makers on the impacts caused by the Covid-19 pandemic in different political, economic 
and social sectors particularly affected by the pandemic, as well as on concepts, good practices 
and public policies that have been developed in Latin American, Caribbean and European 
countries to lead to a better and sustainable recovery of these sectors. 

In doing so, the 2021 Keynote Lecture Series responded to some of the common priorities 
identified by the high authorities of both regions. In December 2020, at the EU27-LAC Infor-
mal Ministerial Meeting, the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the European Union, Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean countries expressed their deep concern about the devastating impact of 
the coronavirus and “reaffirmed their determination to step up joint efforts to overcome the 
multidimensional challenges brought on by the Covid-19 pandemic, which risks exacerbating 
existing structural gaps, inequalities, social, economic and financial exclusion”.1 

This Keynote Lecture Series was set in the midst of "year 2 of the pandemic" in which sever-
al countries faced new "waves" of infections and implemented new containment measures 
or other restrictions, to save lives and prevent collapse of their health systems. At unprece-
dented speed, laboratories in different regions of the world have developed vaccines against 
Covid-19, and while several European, Latin American and Caribbean countries have man-
aged to carry out - in distinct rhythms - vaccination campaigns, starting with the most vulner-
able and prioritising mass production and rapid and equitable distribution of these vaccines 
to the world's population. 

The pandemic increased poverty and widened social, economic and ethnic gaps in Latin 
America and the Caribbean (LAC). The Economic Commission for Latin America and the 
Caribbean (ECLAC) found the worst contraction of gross domestic product since 1946 and an 
increase of structural problems such as low productivity, high labour informality, low social 
protection coverage, thus causing a considerable increase in poverty.2 Limited fiscal space, 
insufficient investments in the health sector, public education and decent housing, and also 
the low regional presence of institutes, laboratories and companies specialised in medical 
equipment, vaccines, medicines and logistics, meant that countries found themselves with 
limited capacities to adequately respond to the enormous challenges of the pandemic. 

1 Joint Communiqué: EU27 – Latin America and Caribbean Informal Ministerial Meeting, Berlin 14/12/2020: 
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/90561/joint-communiqu%C3%A9-eu27-lat-
in-america-and-caribbean-informal-ministerial-meeting_en

2  See:  https://www.cepal.org/en/publications/46504-preliminary-overview-economies-latin-america-and-carib-
bean-2020 
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3 As of the moment of writing (12 December 2021), the Johns Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center recorded 
5,304,505 deaths associated with the pandemic; see: https://coronavirus.jhu.edu  

4 See: https://www.cepal.org/en/publications/46634-economic-autonomy-women-sustainable-recovery-equality 
5 See footnote 1

In 2020, the European Union (EU) countries also experienced a contraction in several economic 
sectors, accompanied by rising unemployment rates and income inequality, which was at least 
partially offset by the financial support packages put in place within countries and the EU 
recovery fund. The pandemic highlighted the consequences of the prioritisation of principles 
such as austerity and efficiency in hospitals and underinvestment in health personnel, as well 
as the heavy reliance on medical supplies from producers based in other regions of the world.

Beyond the impending health challenges, the pandemic has highlighted the fragile state of 
our planet and our societies. Unequivocally and sharply, the coronavirus outbreak drew 
attention to what science has been warning us about for some time now: that in the An-
thropocene epoch, it is the actions of humans - such as overexploitation of land and natural 
assets, deforestation, pollution, and the expulsion of wild animals from their habitats - that 
lead to imbalances in our ecosystems and considerable losses in biodiversity and, not least, 
to the spread of zoonotic viruses such as the coronavirus which, as of the moment of writ-
ing (12 December 2021), has been associated with the deaths of 5.3 million people globally.3 

In both regions, medical personnel were stretched to the limits of their capacities. Millions of 
school children and adolescents have lost valuable time for learning and developing skills 
needed to assume important tasks and roles in their societies in the future. From the perspec-
tive of gender relations, the pandemic led to a sharpening of inequalities between men and 
women, as both in Europe and Latin America and the Caribbean, many women have left 
their jobs and/or faced a high burden of roles such as education and care in households.4 At 
the same time, however, the pandemic offers an opportunity to openly discuss and question 
not only gendered social norms and orders, but also our ways of living and living together - 
for example in cities, or in view of migrant populations.

Faced with the question of how to respond to this crisis that has exacerbated the structural 
problems in our societies and our relationship with the environment?  - to return to a “busi-
ness as usual” or the status quo ante, or to bet on new ways to foster sustainable human de-
velopment and alleviate planetary pressures? - the foreign ministers of the European Union 
and Latin America and the Caribbean, stressed their determination to pursue the second op-
tion: “The crisis is an opportunity to “build back better” in line with the United Nations 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development. … By joining forces, including in strong green and 
digital partnerships, the two regions can ensure a common better future for their citizens”.5

Along these lines, the Keynote Lecture Series took place in six virtual sessions. Each session 
focused on a particular area, such as public health systems, educational institutions, the eco-
nomic sector, gender relations, urban development, and a particular vulnerable group - mi-
grants. For each Keynote Lecture, we invited speakers from the EU and LAC with leading 
expertise on the topic to analyse and compare strategies, solutions and transformative mea-
sures that have emerged in the past months in one or several countries from both regions to-
wards a better recovery. The conferences were moderated by a representative of the EU-LAC 
Foundation and a representative of the Latin American Studies Programme of the University 
of Hamburg. The sessions were open to the interested general public and their recordings are 
available at the links indicated at the beginning of each chapter of this publication.
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It should be noted that these Keynote Lectures formed part of a variety of initiatives pro-
moted by the EU-LAC Foundation in the course of 2021 addressing Covid-19 and a sus-
tainable recovery, such as, for example, the EU-LAC Dialogue Sessions on “Initiatives for 
the financing and equitable distribution of vaccines against Covid-19 in middle-income 
countries of Latin America and the Caribbean”, the XII Reflection Forum “Contributions of 
the bi-regional strategic partnership to the shaping of a greener recovery”, and the elabo-
ration of a study about “Labour participation policies in the European Union, Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean in the context during and post-pandemic Covid-19” commissioned 
jointly by the EuroSociAL+ Programme and the EU-LAC Foundation.

The EU-LAC Foundation is especially grateful to the distinguished speakers who provided 
substantial and high-quality inputs to this series: Andreas Schleicher, Director of Educa-
tion and Skills at the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD); 
Dulce Baptista, Specialist in the Labour Markets Division of the Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank (IADB); Georg Fischer, Senior Research Associate at the Vienna Institute for 
International Economic Studies (WIIW) and Associate at the Austrian Institute for Eco-
nomic Research (WIFO); Lídia Farré, Associate Professor of Economics at the University of 
Barcelona and Associate Researcher at the Institute for Economic Analysis; Bibiana Aído 
Almagro, UN Women representative in Colombia; Jesús Marcos Gamero, Professor in 
"Global Environmental Challenges" and member of the Research Group "Sociology of Cli-
mate Change and Sustainable Development" at the University Carlos III of Madrid; Guill-
ermo Santos, Researcher at the Institute of Studies on Science and Technology (IESCT) of 
the National University of Quilmes, Argentina; Abbdel Camargo, CONACYT Professor at 
El Colegio de la Frontera Sur (ECOSUR), Tapachula Unit, Chiapas, Mexico, and Collabora-
tor of the Migration and Cross-border Processes Studies Group; Francisco Javier Moreno 
Fuentes, Senior Researcher at the Spanish National Research Council (IPP-CSIC); Paula 
Caffarena Barcenilla, Researcher and Director of CIDOC and Professor at the School of 
History, University Finis Terrae, Chile; Sabrina Montante, Senior EU Policy Advisor at the 
Instituto Superiore di Sanità (ISS), Italy, and Member of the coordination team of the EU 
project "TO REACH".

We would also like to express our sincere gratitude to Adela Toscano, intern at the EU-
LAC Foundation, who translated the lectures into English/Spanish, respectively, and the 
intern Francisco López, who assisted in the review of this publication.

Finally, the EU-LAC Foundation would like to thank Gilberto Rescher, Coordinator of 
the Latin American Studies Programme at the University of Hamburg, and Inke Gunia, 
Deputy Executive Director of the Institute for Romance Studies, for their collaboration in  
the implementation of the Keynote Lecture Series 2021.

Enjoy your reading!  

 
Adrián Bonilla | Executive Director
Anna Barrera Vivero | Senior Programme Coordinator
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1. Session 1 (1 July 2021): 
SUSTAINABLE RECOVERY OF 
EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS

A. INTRODUCTION

 
The coronavirus pandemic caused the greatest disruption to education systems in history. 
Billions of children and adolescents around the world saw their learning opportunities and 
the skills that enable them to develop as individuals and enter the world of work in the 
near future compromised. Educational institutions were forced to deal with this situation, 
with varying degrees of success. Since education is an essential pillar that nourishes the 
societies in which we live, we decided to open the cycle of keynote lectures with this di-
mension as a starting point for bi-regional debate and reflection. 

The speaker invited to present the consequences of the pandemic on education systems 
- Andreas Schleicher, Director for Education and Skills at the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) and supervisor of the Programme for Internation-
al Student Assessment (PISA) - was the ideal person to raise awareness of this reality. His 
analysis helped us to better comprehend the worsening educational disparities as well as 
the lower learning outcomes and higher school dropout rates that educational communi-
ties have been exposed to. At the same time, Mr Schleicher showed how this moment could 
be decisive to implement innovations in the curricula and to make education in both re-
gions a tool to increase human and digital competences that the upcoming generations will 
need. In this way, the lecture invited us to rethink the education system and to stress the 
need of empowering and advancing access to quality education and equal conditions for 
children and young people in the European Union and Latin America and the Caribbean.   

Link to recorded session:                     
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tWkPRF-
2nRSE&ab_channel=EU-LACFoundation

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tWkPRF2nRSE&ab_channel=EU-LACFoundation
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tWkPRF2nRSE&ab_channel=EU-LACFoundation
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tWkPRF2nRSE&ab_channel=EU-LACFoundation
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B. SPEAKER

Andreas Schleicher is Director for Education and Skills at 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD). He initiated and oversees the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) and other interna-
tional instruments that have created a global platform for 
policy-makers, researchers and educators across nations and 
cultures to innovate and transform educational policies and 
practices. He has worked for over 20 years with ministers and 
education leaders around the world to improve quality and 
equity in education. 

Former U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan said that Schleicher “understands the 
global issues and challenges as well as or better than anyone I’ve met, and he tells me the 
truth” (The Atlantic, July 2011). Former UK Secretary of State Michael Gove called Schle-
icher “the most important man in English education” – even though he is German and 
lives in France. Before joining the OECD, he was Director for Analysis at the International 
Association for Educational Achievement (IEA). He studied Physics in Germany and re-
ceived a degree in Mathematics and Statistics in Australia. He is the recipient of numerous 
honours and awards, including the “Theodor Heuss” prize, awarded in the name of the 
first president of the Federal Republic of Germany for “exemplary democratic engage-
ment”. He holds an honorary Professorship at the University of Heidelberg.

C. LECTURE

ANDREAS SCHLEICHER: THE STATE OF EDUCATION – ONE YEAR INTO 
THE PANDEMIC

Lost instruction days and ongoing school closures

These are difficult times for education in Latin America, the Caribbean and Europe, and 
anywhere else in the world. At the height of the crisis, schools were closed for 1,5 billion 
young people. Few countries like Denmark or Germany managed the crisis well in terms 
of limiting school closures. On the contrary, Costa Rica and other Latin American and Ca-
ribbean countries show very high rates of instruction days where upper secondary schools 
were fully closed in 2020, adding up to nearly an entire year in Brazil.

When we look at the pandemic itself and the infection rate, there seems almost no relation 
between the share of people infected by Covid-19 and school closures, even though a di-
rect link could be assumed with high incidences resulting in a greater loss of instruction 
days. But some education systems badly hit by the pandemic, like France, achieved to keep 
schools open for the most part.

In order to understand this correlation, it is necessary to add another aspect: the quali-
ty of learning outcomes, referring to the performance of young people. By adding this 
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category, a relationship becomes more visible. Especially in South America, where some 
countries were not particularly badly hit by the pandemic, but the educational systems’ 
performance, resilience, and capacity to react were low, schools were more often closed, 
whereas the highest performance countries were able to keep schools running. This makes 
clear that the pandemic presents not only a health crisis but an education crisis.

Distance learning solutions and learning loss in hybrid teaching and learning mode

Learning is not a transactional experience, but rather primarily a social and emotional 
process, therefore the social context of learning is crucial, and most educational systems 
have taken this to heart. But during the pandemic learning became digital, and most coun-
tries adopted many new innovative approaches aiming at guaranteeing their students’ 
education from home. In cases where students did not have private access to technologi-
cal devices, take-home packages were widely used, as in the case of Peru, Colombia, and 
Spain. More than 80% of countries have come up with different types of subsidies targeting 
populations at risk of exclusion from distance education platforms, including “subsidised 
devices for access (PCs or/and tablets)”.

However, most national education systems were still not prepared and not equipped well 
enough with digital devices for instruction, except countries such as Slovenia. In Brazil, 
only a small minority of schools had devices for instructions. Moreover, the availability of 
technology in disadvantaged schools (9%) and wealthy schools (55%) differed drastically 
in this country. Thus, Covid-19 made us aware of technology dramatically amplifying so-
cial disparities, also causing greater learning loss in hybrid teaching methods for students 
from disadvantaged families (see Graph 1). Technology was supposed to perform as an 
equalizer in our societies but has become a great amplifier of inequality since our systems 
were not prepared.

Graph 1. Mathematics Classes Completed on the Zearn Platform, by Income Quartiles

Source: http://www.nber.org/papers/w27431
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The PISA study 2018 (Programme for International Student Assessment) looked at the cor-
relation between students’ reading performance and the type of school activities done on 
digital devices and discovered that higher intensity of technology use in classrooms is 
mostly negatively associated with learning outcomes. The more students relied on tech-
nical devices for their schoolwork, the worse was their performance in digital literacy. 
In consequence, adding technology may be beneficial, but without the knowledge on its 
proper deployment, learning becomes more superficial, reactive, and constrained. In this 
sense, technology is only as good as it is being used.

When upper secondary general schools re-opened after the first closure in 2020, over 70% 
of countries put into practice tailored strategies to address these new learning gaps. The 
strategies differed strongly since there is no correct universal approach to education and 
training as it needs tailored and nuanced support systems for students.

But looking at the teachers’ necessary technical and pedagogical skills to integrate digital 
devices in instruction, another scenario becomes evident: even in a high-tech country like 
Japan, teachers were not ready to impart the required skills for proper use. In the end, 
countries need to make an effort to instruct their teaching staff on how to incorporate 
technology beneficially and adequately. There is no automaticity in becoming a techno-
logically advanced country, - a circumstance, that many Latin American and Caribbean 
and European countries did not consider.

Integrative measures accelerated during the pandemic

Before the pandemic, G20 countries very rarely equipped their teachers and caregivers 
with recommendations for the usage of information and communications technologies. 
Most schools and kindergartens used to refer to those tasks as the sole responsibility of 
family and parents to teach their children. The pandemic has changed this approach and 
many schools have taken on more responsibility to give teachers, students, and parents 
better guidance on the effective and responsible use of technology to help them navi-
gate these new approaches. Major efforts have been made to implement measures such as 
“Training for teachers to help children and parents/caregivers use digital technologies in 
appropriate ways” or “Information for parents/caregivers on the protection of childrens’ 
privacy online”, both in kindergartens and primary schools.

This highlights one of the key takeaways from the pandemic: Education is the responsibili-
ty of society as a whole, where everyone needs to be involved. Especially teachers should 
not limit their role to classes but should actively engage with the student's family to 
create the most favourable learning environment for each individual. Looking at the 
interactions between teachers, students, and parents during school closures in 2020, it is 
noteworthy that all lower secondary education institutions engaged in many creative ways 
to involve parents as part of the solution to make distant learning work through e-school 
platforms, phone calls, regular conversations about student progress, and video conferenc-
ing. Though, one can pose the question why the pandemic was needed to implement these 
beneficial behavioural changes. Since this integrative approach is essential for successful 
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learning, one would hope that this lesson learned remains within the educational system 
for the future.

Mitigating risks through the adjustment of curricula

Assuring the outreach and support for students at risk to encourage the return of these 
vulnerable populations to school represents without a doubt one of the most difficult 
challenges of the pandemic. Hence, many countries like Brazil implemented school-based 
mechanisms to track those not returning to school. Moreover, Costa Rica, Estonia, Poland, 
Portugal, Hungary, and Spain provided financial incentives such as cash, food or transport 
or waived school fees to disadvantaged students.

The pandemic also required schools to adapt their curricula since physical absence, 
the lack of access to resources and learning delays made traditional examinations and 
assessments impossible. In some countries like Spain and France it resulted in much 
higher graduation ratios for students in the last year of upper secondary general edu-
cation (2019 and 2020) than before the pandemic because countries relied purely on the 
judgement of the teacher who resulted to be more generous on exams. What served as an 
advantage for students, had negative implications for the employers’ trust in students’ 
abilities, and makes us aware of the necessity to find reliable ways to monitor student 
learning outcomes.

Despite these measures, many people have lost their confidence in teaching following the 
pandemic, leading a lot of young people to not attending school anymore, a phenomenon 
especially widespread in Latin America and the Caribbean. To re-open schools, the pan-
demic requires countries to create safe learning environments that can mitigate health 
risks and represent safe spaces for their communities. These strategies have differed, 
reaching from physical arrangements, and reducing class sizes to the removal of lunch or 
meals at schools.

The OECD’s analysis shows that student emotional well-being is much harder to recover 
than learning losses. The social capital of the learning process is a combination of strong 
relationships, personal resources, and effective programmes. Only those countries that 
ensured dedicated daily contact between students and their schools, and where systems 
invested in healthy relationships with families, and other services were able to regain par-
ents’ and students’ confidence to attend schools after the first period of closures.

In this regard, some schools have implemented measures for the prioritisation of teachers’ 
vaccination at the pre-primary to upper secondary levels. As of 12 April 2021, 18 countries 
decided on national measures prioritising teacher’s vaccination to protect these frontline 
workers and help build confidence amongst teachers, students, and parents. In addition, 
to support teachers during these challenging times, different changes to staff policies and 
recruitment practices were made too. Many countries made extra recruitment efforts that 
hired pensioners back from retirement to help and support the system.
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Addressing global issues with a growth mindset

In 2020 and 2021, most countries in Europe were able to invest additional financial re-
sources and increase public expenditure on education (primary and secondary educa-
tion). Nonetheless, these tendencies do not assure a lasting change of policies, comparing 
them to the management of educational funding during the financial crisis 2007/2008, 
when countries cut education budgets again after the economies started to recover (see 
Graph 2). This leads us to one of the major questions on how to sustain enough investment 
in education after the pandemic when the immediate shocks of the pandemic will become 
less present.

Graph 2: Evolution of Education Expenditure, Total Expenditure and GDP

Source: OECD/UIS/UNESCO/UNICEF/UNICEF/WB special survey on Covid. March 2021.
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And it is not just a pandemic reshaping education. The pandemic has taught us first and 
foremost that the future will always surprise us. Climate change may have a far greater 
impact on our lives. Artificial intelligence may push us to think harder about what makes 
us human, and it could be even more disruptive than a pandemic, being accompanied by 
lots of other trends shaping the future of education.
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Based on principals’ reports, sustainability issues like climate change and global warm-
ing, equality between men and women in different parts of the world and international 
conflicts, are covered in over 9 out of 10 school curriculums in the OECD countries. 
Nevertheless, following an OECD survey in 2018, students stated that even though these 
issues are important to them, they do not realise they can do something about them. This 
makes us aware of the fact that today’s educational systems are very good for broadcast-
ing and transmitting knowledge, but not for developing students’ agency, which is the 
idea that students have the will and the ability to positively influence their own lives 
and the world around them and the capacity to set a goal, reflect and act responsibly to 
effect change. Especially in Latin America and the Caribbean, students are very good at 
reproducing factual content knowledge.

The future needs the young generations to be more active agents of change and take 
ownership. To thrive in the volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous world, students 
need to learn to navigate themselves towards the world of well-being of oneself, of 
others and the planet. It is about making their own decisions rather than having others 
decide for them; acting rather than to be acted upon; it is about shaping their future. This 
question of self-efficacy and willingness to take responsibility will become more and 
more important.

We live in a world where things that are easy to learn and test can also be easily digi-
tised and automated. The world no longer rewards us solely for what we know - Google 
already knows everything - but for what we can do with what we know. The future 
is about linking the artificial intelligence of computers with the cognitive, social, and 
emotional skills and values of people. Of course, knowledge will continue to be of great 
importance. But in the future, competence in the natural sciences will no longer just 
mean what do I know about physics or chemistry, but can I think like a natural scientist? 
Knowledge needs to converge disciplinary, interdisciplinary, epistemic, and procedural 
dimensions that are much harder to teach. Skills are not limited to cognitive skills, such 
as creativity or critical thinking, but must include social, emotional, physical, and prac-
tical skills, as well. 

The most transformative competencies of tomorrow are our capacity to create new value, 
to take responsibility and our ability to reconcile tensions and dilemmas. In the PISA 
assessment, this growth mindset was measured. Where education systems succeed with 
equipping young people with a growth mindset, they are much more likely to see better 
results in academic results, too, something that for example students in Estonia are ben-
efitting from, as it results in a greater sense of self-efficacy and less fear of failure.
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Successful reform trajectories and future scenarios  

The social and economic cost of low educational performance has risen substantially, and coun-
tries have a strong interest in their young people finishing school with strong foundation skills. 
Today, where you can access content online, where routine cognitive skills are being digi-
tised or outsourced, and where jobs are changing rapidly, the focus of the educational sys-
tems should be on enabling people to become lifelong learners, to manage complex ways of 
thinking and complex ways of working that computer cannot take over easily.

For this purpose, the challenge is to transform teaching into a profession of high-level 
knowledge workers. And in order to attract those professionals, successful education sys-
tems need to implement a modern form of work organisation in their schools in which pro-
fessional norms of control complement bureaucratic and administrative forms of control. 
No one knows what the future will look like, but one way we can better prepare for the 
future is to engage in different future scenarios (see Table 1).

Table 1. Scenarios of the OECD for the Future of Education
OECD Scenarios 
for the Future 
of Schooling

Goals and 
functions

Organisation 
and  
structures

The 
teaching 
workforce

Governance 
and 
geopolitics

Challenges 
for public 
authorities

Scenario 1: 
Schooling 
extended

Schools are 
key actors in 
socialisation, 
qualification, 
care and cre-
dentialing.

Educational 
monopolies 
retain all 
traditional 
functions of 
schooling 
systems.

Teachers in 
monopolies, 
with po-
tential new 
economies 
of scale and 
division of 
tasks.

Strong role 
for traditional 
adminis-
tration and 
emphasis on 
international 
collaboration.

Accommodating 
diversity and 
ensuring quality 
accross a com-
mon system. 
Potential trade-
off between 
consensus and 
innovation.

Scenario 2: 
Education 
outsourced

Fragmentation 
of demand 
with self-reli-
ant "clients" 
looking for 
flexible ser-
vices.

Diversification 
of structures: 
multiple organ-
isational forms 
available to 
individuals.

Diversity of 
roles and sta-
tus operating 
within and 
outside of 
schools.

Schooling 
systems as 
players in a 
wider (local, 
national, glob-
al) education 
market.

Supporting ac-
cess and quality, 
fixing "market 
failures". Compet-
ing with other 
providers and 
ensuring informa-
tion flows.

Scenario 3: 
Schools as 
learning hubs

Flexible 
schooling 
arrangements 
permit great-
er personal-
isation and 
community 
involvement.

Schools as 
hubs function 
to organise 
multiple 
configurations 
of local-global 
resources.

Professional 
teachers 
as nodes 
of wider 
networks 
of flexible 
expertise.

Strong focus 
on local deci-
sions. Self-or-
ganising units 
in diverse 
partnerships.

Diverse interests 
and power 
dynamics; po-
tential conflict 
between local 
and systemic 
goals. Large 
variation in local 
capacity.

Scenario 4: 
Learn-as- 
you-go

Traditional 
goals and 
functions of 
schooling are 
overwritten 
by technol-
ogy.

Dismantling of 
schooling as a 
social institu-
tion.

Open market 
of "prosum-
ers" with a 
central role 
for com-
munities of 
practice (lo-
cal, national, 
global).

(Global) 
governance 
of data 
and digital 
technologies 
becomes key.

Potential for 
high interven-
tionism (state, 
corporate) 
impacts demo-
cratic control and 
individual rights. 
Risk of high social 
fragmentation.

Source: OECD
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There is an endless range of such scenarios, the future could be any combination of them, 
and the future is likely to look very different in different places around the world. But 
such innovative thinking enables us to explore the consequences for the goals and func-
tions of education, the organisation and structures, the education workforce, and public 
policies. And eventually, to imagine the future of education.

We need to carefully reflect on the appropriate roles of educators and technology to 
ensure that technology remains human-centred. Technology can provide supportive 
information to teachers, can advance to control specific tasks, or even take over tasks 
completely. But where on this spectrum do we want to end up? It will require smart 
teachers, smart technology, smart policies and ultimately, greater investment in innova-
tion to figure that out.

It is ultimately about finding the right balance between modernising and disruption; 
reconciling new goals with old structures; supporting globally minded and locally 
rooted students and teachers; fostering innovation while recognising the socially high-
ly conservative nature of education; leveraging potential with existing capacity; and 
reconfiguring the spaces, the people, the time, and the technologies to create powerful 
learning environments.
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2. Session 2 (15 July 2021): 
SUSTAINABLE RECOVERY 
OF THE ECONOMIC SECTOR

A. INTRODUCTION
 
While classrooms were being emptied and closing their doors, developing alternative ways 
to continue their work, the world remained alert to the behaviour of the engine - par excel-
lence - of our system: the economy. The economic crisis hit the European Union and Latin 
America and the Caribbean regions hard, as evidenced, for example, by a contraction in 
growth, disruptions in global value chains, and massive job losses. While clearly depicting 
structural and systemic problems of our economies, the economic crisis also accelerated 
experimentation with possible solutions that addressed to both historical and essential de-
mands: digital tools and teleworking facilitated greater flexibility and work-life balance for 
a considerable number of employees worldwide. Therefore, once more, the crisis opened 
the space for a debate on the sustainability of the system from an economic, but also from 
a social point of view. 

In order to facilitate a genuine bi-regional dialogue on this issue, we invited two leading 
experts to this session: Dulce Baptista, specialist in the Labour Markets Division of the 
Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), who placed the labour markets of Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean at the centre of her analysis. Georg Fischer, Senior Research Asso-
ciate at the Vienna Institute for International Economic Studies (WIIW), complemented 
this analysis with a look at the situation and the EU's response.

Link to recorded session:                     
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u_
sqQO4MDr4&t=1s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u_sqQO4MDr4&t=1s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u_sqQO4MDr4&t=1s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u_sqQO4MDr4&t=1s
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B. SPEAKERS

Dulce Baptista is a specialist in the Labour Markets Division 
of the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), where she 
has worked since 2010 mainly in the areas of intermediation 
and workforce training, as well as impact evaluations. Dulce 
led the production of the book ‘The World of Public Employ-
ment Services’, a study comparing institutional and oper-
ational characteristics of public employment services in 71 
countries around the world, a co-publication of the IDB, AM-
SPE and the OECD. In addition, Dulce is responsible for the 
Labour Markets Division’s portfolio in Ecuador and Haiti. 

Dulce also coordinates the activities of the SEALC Network (Technical Support Network 
to Employment Services in Latin America and the Caribbean). Prior to joining the IDB, 
Dulce worked as a researcher at the University of London in the UK and at the Centre 
for Development and Regional Planning (CEDEPLAR) in Brazil. She is an economist and 
holds a PhD from the University of London.

Georg Fischer is Senior Research Associate at the Vienna 
Institute for International Economic Studies (WIIW) and 
Associate at the Austrian Institute of Economic Research 
(WIFO), focusing on employment and social policies at the 
European level. He retired from the European Commis-
sion in July 2017, where his last position was Director for 
Social Affairs in DG EMPL. In the Commission, he was 
responsible for the development of social policy initiatives 
related to the Pillar of Social Rights. Earlier in his Com-
mission career, he contributed to the establishment of the 

European Employment Strategy, worked on the Green and White Papers on Pensions, 
on policies to facilitate labour market transitions and more recently on policies to 
address social convergence and divergence. Previously to his work with the Euro-
pean Commission he worked at the OECD and served in the Ministries of Finance 
and Labour in Austria and at the Economic Cooperation Foundation in Tel Aviv. He 
was a research fellow at the WZB Social Science Centre Berlin, at the Yale University 
Macmillan Center (EU Studies Fellow 2015/2016), and at the Upjohn Institute for 
Employment Research, Michigan.
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C. LECTURES

DULCE BAPTISTA: THE COVID-19 CRISIS AND PATHWAYS TO SUSTAINABLE 
AND INCLUSIVE RECOVERY IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN

The Covid-19 crisis and pathways to sustainable recovery in Latin America and the 
Caribbean

The IMF predicted that Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) would be the region with 
the greatest losses in 2020. Indeed, the fall in GDP was what the IMF estimated, a fall of 
7.4% (see Graph 3) (IMF, 2020a; IMF, 2020b). Before the pandemic, the region was already 
losing space as a percentage of global GDP, and the pandemic has reinforced this trend, 
making the region more exposed to greater inequality and poverty than other regions.

The Covid-19 pandemic is having a profound impact on labour markets in LAC. And this 
translates into serious losses for the well-being of millions of people in our countries. In order 
to address the real magnitude of the problem, the Inter-American Development Group has 
developed its “Vision 2025 – Reinvest in the Americas”, a roadmap to achieve sustainable 
and inclusive recovery in the region. It is based on the reactivation of the productive sector 
and the investment in human capital to increase productivity, skills development, and im-
provements in the social security systems - core components to help our countries to face the 
serious structural challenges that their labour markets have been experiencing even before 
the pandemic (IDB, 2021a).

Source: IMF (2021)
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Source: Total Economy Database. Output, Labor and LaboSource: Own elaboration using data from The    
Conference Board and Productivity. 1950-2019 (Adjusted version)

A first challenge is that the region has made minimal progress in creating good employ-
ment opportunities. The progress in the first decade of the twenty-first century came to a 
halt well before the arrival of Covid-19. By 2018, only 34% of the jobs in the region gener-
ated a middle-class income and were protected against risks, up from 27% in 1998. At this 
rate, it would have taken 130 years for the region to reach 80% of middle-class protected 
jobs (IDB, 2021b).

A second challenge is that labour productivity has grown at a lower rate than in other 
world regions. Labour productivity grew by an average of 1% each year over the past 
three decades. Even the region’s high performers are well below the productivity growth 
frontier, with lower than growth levels than those observed in the United States, Asia, or 
Western Europe (see Graph 5) (IDB, 2021b).  

A third challenge is that the labour markets are highly informal. More than half of the 
workers in the region have informal jobs. In fact, in some subregions such as Central Amer-
ica or the Andean countries, barely a third of the people work in formal jobs (see Graph 
5). This means that a large majority of workers do not have access to pension systems or 
benefits such as health insurance or unemployment insurance (IDB, 2021b).
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Graph 5. Labour formality in Latin America and the Caribbean region

Graph 6 Adjusted wage gap in Latin America and the Caribbean region

Source: Labor Markets and Social Security Information System (IDB).

Source: Own elaboration based on Labor Markets and Social Security Information System (IDB).

A fourth challenge is that the labour markets are very unequal. Some groups have a par-
ticularly difficult time accessing good employment opportunities. Even when accounting 
for differences in education and experience, there are large disparities in participation, 
employment, formality rates, and wages across groups. On average, women, persons with 
disabilities, afro-descendants and indigenous peoples have lower rates of labour force 
participation and formality than men, persons without disabilities, and white people (see 
Graph 6) (IDB, 2021b). 
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What are the effects of the pandemic on the labour market?

The pandemic threatens to set countries in LAC back in all these areas. One of the biggest marks 
of Covid-19 in the labour market has been the destruction of jobs, which has put more than 31 mil-
lion of people in the region out of work. From February to June 2020, total employment decreased 
by 14% (see Graph 7). More jobs have been destroyed during the pandemic of Covid-19 than 
at any other time in the region’s recent history. Since then, only half of the lost jobs have been 
recovered (IDB, 2021c). In a region characterised by informality in the labour markets, the very 
bad news is that almost 8 million formal jobs have been destroyed (see Graph 8). The informal 
sector has been hit hard, which is also a cause for concern: in a region as unequal as ours, there 
are serious consequences when the most vulnerable are affected.

Graph 7. The destruction of jobs during Covid-19 in the LAC region

Graph 8.  The destruction of formal jobs during Covid-19 in the LAC region

Source: Covid-19 Labor Observatory (IDB). In the Case of Peru, it corresponds to Metropolitan Lima. Only those countries 
with information available for several months of 2020 are displayed.

Source: Covid-19 Labor Observatory (IDB). In the Case of Peru, it corresponds to Metropolitan Lima.
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Overall women have been more disadvantaged than men. While prior to the pandemic, 
women's participation in the workforce had slowly increased in LAC, the Covid-19 
pandemic triggered a strong reversal. Female employment has been severely impacted. 
Between February and September 2020, female employment decreased by 17.7%, com-
pared to 13.1% for men (IDB, 2021c). In Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Peru (Metro-
politan Lima), and Paraguay, women’s employment shows a sharper decline and a slow-
er recovery than men’s employment (see Graph 9) (IDB, 2021b). The pandemic has also 
deepened gender gaps for women-led Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises (SMEs). 
Women-led SMEs are generally concentrated in the sectors that have been most affected 
by the crisis compared to men-led SME’s (see Graph 10). According to the World Bank, 
OECD and Facebook Business Future Survey, SMEs led by women in Latin America are 
11% more likely to close in the face of the Covid-19 crisis compared to those run by men 
(IDB, 2021c). And this is not only seen in job loss and business closure data. Women lag 
behind men in the pace of employment recovery. That is, not only have they lost their 
jobs and businesses in a greater percentage than men; they are also taking longer to join 
the nascent recovery (IDB, 2021c).
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17

Graph 10. Decrease in female employment and women-led SMEs during Covid-19  

Source: Labor Markets and Social Security Information System (IDB).

What is behind these gender differences? We think there are three reasons for this reali-
ty. First, women work in the sectors hardest hit by this crisis, such as hospitality, food 
services, tourism, retail, among other service sectors (World Bank, 2020; IMF, 2020; IDB, 
2020c). Second, women lag behind men in terms of both access and use of informa-
tion technology, so their options for teleworking are quite different (Bustelo et al. 2019). 
Third, the increase of the burden in activities at home, because of the closure of schools 
and childcare centres, fell mostly on women. In LAC, women spend three times the time 
spent by men doing unpaid care and domestic work. Before the pandemic, women spent 
between 22 and 42 hours a week on care and domestic work activities, and men only 15 
(IDB, 2021c).

If we all have something clear, it is that we are facing a historical challenge. This is a bleak 
picture, which Chancellor Merkel compared to the Second World War, when addressing 
her nation a few months ago. So, if we think about the post-pandemic, what characteris-
tics do we think the recovery could have for the countries of LAC? If we know anything 
about that time, about industrial production, about reconstruction and about economic 
recovery, it is that we need a coordinated and simultaneous approach, in which several 
actors collaborate. That's why our strategy is based on 3 pillars that work together: Firms; 
Talent; Regulations (IDB, 2021c).

The first pilar are support and financing for businesses and entrepreneurs. Generating em-
ployment, a fundamental component to create value and well-being. Support to compa-
nies and entrepreneurs committed to generating the jobs necessary to recover the formal 
employment lost in the region, generate new job opportunities, with a special emphasis 
on increasing women’s employment, and transform the labour markets will be key in 
the recovery process (IDB, 2021c). Firms with a high technological component could play 
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a crucial role in the recovery, both by creating new jobs that come along their accelerated 
growth, as well as by providing products and services that help mitigating the impacts of 
the pandemic in sectors like health, remote education, logistics, mobility, financial technol-
ogies, and digital solutions.

From a gender perspective, there has been an expansion of Gender Parity Initiatives, or 
GPIs. The GPIs bring together both the private and public sectors to identify priorities 
and set goals to help to close the gaps that women face in the labour markets. These ini-
tiatives are already operating in six countries in the region: Argentina, Chile, Colombia, 
Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, and Panama (IDB, 2021c). In Chile, for example, the GPI 
has been key in the approval of the reform of Sala Cuna Law, which offers women who 
work support with childcare for their children. The closure of this sector has been one of 
the key challenges for them during the pandemic: childcare and care for the elderly has 
fallen heavily on women.

Another important phenomenon has been the reconversion of firms and sectors. Firms that 
from one day to the next began to produce disinfectants, alcohol gel or personal protective 
equipment. And we expect that we will continue to see more business transformations, for 
example, much more online services and online shopping. Here, firms can be supported 
as well with public support programs for productive transformation, with technical assis-
tance, guarantees, credit and subsidies (IDB, 2021c).

The second pilar is support for talent development so people have the necessary skills for 
successful lifelong learning and employment. There are sectors that are expanding, sectors 
that are going to come out stronger after the Covid-19 crisis. We need workers to acquire 
the skills to move from declining sectors to growing sectors. 

One example is the digital economy. Digitalisation, something often regarded as a remote 
future in LAC, has taken off during the pandemic. The pandemic changed the world of 
work in the region: teleworking, working on digital platforms and online learning is in 
the day-to-day of many people. What we had been forecasting about the future of work 
took an important turn. We have seen an increase in digitisation, which can bring oppor-
tunities to drive growth in the region. There was a great demand for teleworking applica-
tions: the downloads of these applications were multiplied by 20 times between January 
and March 2020, increasing from 750,000 monthly downloads to 15 million. There was an 
increased creation of income generation opportunities through digital work-on-demand 
platforms. Downloads from home delivery apps like Uber and Glovo increased by 50% 
on average between January and March of 2020, while freelancing apps like Workana and 
Upwork increased by 30%. There was more skills development through online learning. 
Downloads of distance training applications such as edX, Coursera and Udemy increased 
by 183% in March 2020 compared to the same month of 2019 (Azuara et al. 2021).

However, certain patterns observed in traditional labour markets are being reproduced 
in the digital labour markets: there is lower female labour participation in the platform 
economy. This may be a result, among many things, of women continuing to lag behind 
in accessing basic technology such as the internet and digital devices (see Graph 11) and 
the skills to use it. Gender gaps in access to information and communication technologies 
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generally favour men. In the region, the gaps range from 1 to 18%. Women make more 
limited use of digital devices and the internet, limiting their ability to benefit from the 
opportunities offered by the use of new technologies (Bustello et al. 2019). Countries in the 
region are increasingly aware of the need for action to ensure a more inclusive recovery. 
In Guatemala, for example, the program She Works prepared women to work on digital 
platforms in record time (six weeks). They were trained in employability skills, soft skills, 
and remote work. Today, they work for companies such as Google, Facebook, and Cisco 
Systems  (Aguerre & Cruz, 2021).

Source: Bustelo et al. (2019)
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Another example is the green economy. It is estimated that transformations in technol-
ogy and production processes that make decarbonisation possible during the transi-
tion process towards a zero emissions economy may create 15 million net jobs in LAC 
by 2030 (Saget et al. 2020). However, maximising the positive impacts of the transition 
towards a resilient and low-emission economy requires the development of an institu-
tional framework that favours the promotion of formal employment. And countries in 
the region have been advancing towards this goal. In Ecuador, for example, studies were 
developed to identify the potential for generating green jobs as a result of the country's 
environmental commitments in the agriculture, energy, transportation, and waste man-
agement sectors. Now they are working to adapt the standards for the training offer 
based on the demand for skills that contribute to decarbonisation that these sectors have. 
The country is also developing a strategy for its Public Employment Service to support 
a green recovery through the reassignation of workers towards emerging green sectors 
and measures to promote labour market insertion of women, ethnic groups, persons with 
disabilities, migrants and other vulnerable groups that often do not have the necessary 
skills to access good quality green jobs. 

It is very important to ensure these groups are not left behind (Alfonso et al, 2021). For 
example, figures for the transport sector in Ecuador indicates that, if specific measures 
are not taken, women can literally miss the recovery train. If the final demand of the rail 
passenger transport sector increases by USD 1 million, 176 jobs would be created. As the 

Graph 11. Use of digital devices by gender 
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sector is predominantly male dominated, if nothing is done, only 50 of the jobs created 
will be held by women (Iturriza, 2021). Gender gaps in green sectors existed even before 
the Covid-19 crisis. In 2019, approximately 78 million people worked in one of the key 
sectors related to a clean and green transition toward the attainment of green jobs and 
sustainable growth. Of this total, 72% were men and 28% women (Sanchez and Torres, 
2020). Hence, measures need to be in place to ensure that a gender sensitive recovery will 
be very important. The Inter-American Development Bank has been supporting various 
countries' initiatives that seek to close the gender gap in this sector. Bogotá has set the 
goal of having 195 electric buses with 100% female drivers by 2022, a program to linking 
female drivers throughout the city's Public Transportation System. Argentina is devel-
oping pilots with innovative specialisation and retraining programs for women in the 
railway sector to promote access to better quality jobs, strengthen their leadership, and 
develop skills to respond to technological changes. Ecuador has established a minimum 
of 5% of women as taxi drivers and/or taxi company’s shareholders in the process of 
regularisation of its taxi service.

The third pillar are the promotion of laws and regulations that revitalise employment, 
the specific objective of which is to enhance the functioning of the labour market, the 
quality of jobs, and the conditions for equal access to employment for men and women. 
This crisis offers us the opportunity to carry out institutional transformations, significant 
reforms that will help us to boost employment in the region (IDBc, 2021). For example, Bo-
livia, Chile, Panama, and Paraguay have passed laws in record time regulating telework to 
make their firms more resilient to the pandemic (Azuara et al. 2021). Ecuador is an example 
of how governments have responded to the demands of the new normal by approving con-
tract modalities adapted to sectors heavily impacted by the pandemic or to more affected 
populations such as young people. 

But telework laws are not in themselves sufficient to change how the labour market 
operates; what is needed is a comprehensive review of the labour codes and to think 
beyond the employment world. We are at a unique moment to reform, for example, 
parental leave regulations and social security systems in order to increase the protec-
tion of people against risks and to reduce the regressivity of these systems. Policies 
that promote shared responsibility for care between men, women, private sector, and 
the state and are accompanied by incentives for firms to adopt flexible working hours, 
telecommuting, extended paternity leave, and subsidised childcare are still limited 
(Alaimo et al., 2019). It is also important to modernise labour law to reflect the new 
modalities enabled by technology ensuring a gender sensitive recovery. This includes 
policies to increase access to affordable broadband and close the digital gender gap, as 
well as incentives for companies to facilitate remote work (IDB, 2021c), and, last but 
not the least, reforms of the social security systems so that they better reflect the needs 
of women and expand social security coverage. Technology is an ally for doing this 
and the IDB has been supporting this type of digital transformation in countries like 
Colombia, Paraguay, and Peru. 
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It is expected that, after the pandemic, good employment opportunities will be rarer and 
traditionally excluded groups will suffer more. Without bold action, this crisis threatens 
to leave scars for a generation of LAC citizens and undo the progress on poverty and 
inequality gained in previous decades. At the IDB we believe that the region needs to 
take advantage of the positive impacts of the crisis in terms of expanded digitalisation and 
remote work, advances that are here to stay, as well as the opportunities that the greening 
of the economy will bring, while ensuring that no one is left behind. A sustainable and 
inclusive recovery will require countries to balance the critical need to accelerate the re-
covery of employment today while addressing structural labour market challenges that 
existed before the pandemic.  

 

GEORG FISCHER: COVID-19 PANDEMIC: WHAT HAPPENED IN THE LA-
BOUR MARKET AND EU RESPONSE6

This contribution describes the labour market impact of the COVID 19 pandemic in the 
European Union. The policy response is discussed in comparison to EU policies in the 
Great Recession. 

Convergence and divergence  

Following a long period of convergence between the EU member countries, unemploy-
ment rates were in 2007, the year before the Great Recession hit, broadly similar across the 
EU including Spain, Italy, and Germany. This type of convergence came to an abrupt end 
with the Great Recession and the following Euro crisis. In 2013, unemployment rates in 
Spain were three times the EU average and in Italy twice. How did we get there? Initially 
economic policy was expansionary across the EU, notably due to supporting banks and 
businesses. As debt levels increased financial markets questioned the ability of some coun-
tries to serve their debt questioning the survival of the Euro.  

The Euro crisis was managed, but the debt of the crisis and certain aspects of how this was 
done (through harsh conditionality imposed on creditor countries) contributed to a long 
period of high unemployment and substantial social hardship in the countries that recov-
ered less quickly. Labour market and social convergence came to a halt and employment 
and social welfare started to diverge. It took the Europe's South years to see unemploy-
ment to decline and even in 2019 the North-South gap remained substantial. So, when the 
Covid-19 Pandemic hit, the starting point in the EU countries in terms of labour market 
and social conditions differed widely.

6 Disclaimer: Georg Fischer offered his keynote speech and wrote this article exclusively in his personal capacity
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7 See for details: https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-
investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en

8 See for example the assessment by Jacob Funk Kirkegaard: “In total, the ECB’s pandemic monetary policy re-
sponses represent a very rapidly deployed and significantly scaled up version of the asset purchases and liquidity 
provision strategies implemented only gradually following the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) after 2008. As such, 
the current ECB leadership appears to have learned important lessons from economic developments in Europe 
after the GFC and has today implemented a far more aggressive and to date broadly effective monetary policy 
response” in: The European Policy Response to the Covid-19 Pandemic, Peterson Institute for International Eco-
nomics, 13 June 2020.

The policy response to the pandemic  

Already in the second half of the last decade a hefty debate developed on the economic 
policy lessons to be learned from the Great Recession. And social divergence across and 
rising inequality in the EU countries had become a prime policy concern that required a 
policy response: the EU adopted the pillar of social rights in 2017 - a compilation of the 
labour and social rights and support Europeans should be guaranteed by national and EU 
policies.7 

This might explain why the policy response to the Covid-19 crisis differs in many respects 
from the Great Recession both in terms of the level of support and in terms of solidarity 
across the EU. One could argue that simply the origin of the crisis explains the difference: 
the Covid-19 pandemic is an exogenous event shared by all EU countries while the Great Re-
cession, and in particular the Euro debt crisis, was seen as endogenous and at least partially 
self-inflicted by those most affected. In addition, it became quickly apparent that the type of 
economic activity strongly affected was substantial in all EU countries but particularly im-
portant in the Southern European countries. While this is certainly part of the story, I believe 
that the social misery experienced in many member states following the Euro Debt Crisis 
questioned the legitimacy of the Union to which EU policy makers had to react with a major 
and visible program given the massive shock the pandemic brought about. 

What were the main elements of the programme?

The European Central Bank (ECB) reacted quickly with massive liquidity support to the 
economy notably to the financial sector and with support for euro area states badly affect-
ed by the pandemic which went well beyond what was enacted in the Great Recession8 

The EU27 governments implemented a wide range of fiscal support measures for the 
national and the European economy. The overall effort is clearly larger and represents 
a marked difference from the austerity years, in particular during the EURO crisis. It is 
estimated that these efforts amounted to 4-5% of the EU GDP in addition to guarantees 
and direct liquidity support to ensuring the viability of many enterprises (estimated at 
25% of EU GDP). These national efforts were made possible by the early activation of the 
general escape clause in the EU Stability and Growth Pact (SGP) allowing member states 
to avoid pro-cyclical fiscal policies. This helped to let the existing social protection schemes 
work. These systems provide employment and income support as well as universal or 
close to universal health care. Gaps in income support were to some extent addressed by 
the expansion of income support for self-employed, temporary workers and families with 
children. This made and still makes an important contribution to maintaining economic 
demand and social cohesion during this period of crisis. 



23

9 Note that the ESM facility is little used due to the reputational damage to the ESM resulting from past experience 
with harsh conditionality dictated by creditors. 

10 The combination of three elements justify to speak about innovation: the size, the massive use of grants, in partic-
ular to countries with limited fiscal space, and the funding through borrowing in the markets.

Given the political structure of the EU, national efforts provide most of the economic sup-
port, but the size by country differs widely reflecting the fiscal space available and the 
different starting points discussed earlier. For the first time the EU adopted a package to 
support economic activity in the crisis and speedy recovery directly. This includes, among 
others, a major lending facility for member states through the European Stability Mecha-
nism (ESM)9 and for businesses by the European Investment Bank (EIB) (240 and 200 bil-
lion €). The most prominent and innovative10 element is the EU recovery plan (750 billion) 
adopted together with a revised 7-year EU budget (1040 billion). By now Member States 
submitted plans how to use the funds for investment and had to demonstrate that they 
would contribute to the greening of the economy, the digital transition and social co-
hesion. Interestingly, several plans point out that these investments will help workers to 
transit to new jobs.

National and EU labour market support focuses on job retention

While the measures discussed above might support existing or new jobs indirectly, a major 
programme (often called Short Time Work) used by most EU countries aims at maintain-
ing workers existing employment relations during and in the aftermath of the lockdowns. 
There are three objectives of such a programme:

First, provide income supplements to underemployed workers who would have other-
wise reduced or no earnings, which also serves to stabilise economic demand. 

Second, as the absence of work is often temporary, it is in the common interest that 
workers stay connected to their firms and full production can restart immediately when 
lockdowns, supply, or demand restrictions end. This saves firms time and costs of search 
for workers and accelerates the recovery.

Third, experience suggests that periods of unemployment, in particular longer ones, 
make job finding more difficult and lead to demotivation and deskilling. So even if not 
all jobs can be maintained, it will be easier to find new employment for the workers 
threatened by redundancy.

There are also risks associated with job maintenance – often discussed under the head-
ing of preserving “Zombie” firms or jobs. In reality, it is during lockdowns or supply 
disruptions almost impossible to judge the extent to which activities will shrink and 
how this translates into job losses in specific firms. On the other hand, the pandemic 
has accelerated structural change and some jobs will disappear, and so might firms. This 
does not call for stopping short time work for the period of the disruption of activities 
but developing those programmes further as the economy recovers and the direction of 
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structural change becomes clearer. Emerging labour shortage could also signal oppor-
tunities. Combining short time work benefits with job search support, education and 
training and recruitment subsidies could be the way to go. 

These and other instruments are at the disposal of public policy to accelerate labour 
market adjustment and job creation for those that suffered strongly in the pandemic in-
cluding the young (see below) and the workers who will need to change jobs. However, 
their impact depends largely on how these instruments will be used in practice. Focus 
should be to help “everyone ... to manage successfully transition in the labour market” 
(principle 1 of the European Pillar of Social Rights) rather than on getting somebody 
off the register or into any job. The transformation of the large number of job retention 
schemes into more forward-looking programmes could then become a step towards an 
“employment” or “work life” insurance. 

The two Graphs below show the strong impact of the job retention programs in com-
parison to the Great Recession. In the Covid crisis the decline in economic activity 
was captured by massive declines in working hours and the increase in unemploy-
ment was comparatively moderate. It is estimated that 40% of all workers benefited 
from such schemes. One reason why the impact of these measures was so massive is 
that job retention has been implemented in almost all EU countries. This is due to a 
specific innovative EU programme “Temporary Support to Mitigate Unemployment 
Risks in an Emergency” (SURE) that provides low interest loans to countries running 
Short Time Work programmes with a budget of 100 billion euros. The program is fi-
nanced through borrowing and is being spent mostly in countries that were heavily af-
fected by the pandemic and have limited fiscal space (Southern and some Central, and 
Eastern European countries). It is the first EU programme that helps workers directly 
at such a scale (the available funds correspond roughly to the 7-years-budget of the 
European Social Fund+). SURE is seen as a pronounced policy change at EU level as it 
is the first time that crisis measures “support workers not only banks” as the Spanish 
Vicepresident and Minister for Economic Affairs and Digital Transformation, Nadia 
Calviño, explained in an interview.  



25

12

11

10

9

8

7

6

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I

20
06

 Q
1

20
06

 Q
3

20
07

 Q
1

20
07

 Q
3

20
08

 Q
1

20
08

 Q
3

20
09

 Q
1

20
09

 Q
3

20
10

 Q
1

20
10

 Q
3

20
11

 Q
1

20
11

 Q
3

20
12

 Q
1

20
12

 Q
3

20
13

 Q
1

20
13

 Q
3

20
14

 Q
1

20
14

 Q
3

20
15

 Q
1

20
15

 Q
3

20
16

 Q
1

20
16

 Q
3

20
17

 Q
1

20
17

 Q
3

20
18

 Q
1

20
18

 Q
3

20
19

 Q
1

20
19

 Q
3

20
20

 Q
1

20
20

 Q
3

110

105

100

95

90

85

80

Women
Men
Total

Source:  EUROSTAT (online data code: une_rt_m)

Source: EUROSTAT (online data code: lfsi_ahw_q)

Graph 12. Unemployment rate EU-27, EA-19, seasonally adjusted, January 2008 - 
March 2021

Graph 13. Total actual hours worked in the main job in the EU

Who is at risk of being left behind?

National and EU level short time work schemes were decisive to moderate the em-
ployment and social impact of the pandemic and to prepare for a rapid recovery. But 
there are low-income groups that do not benefit or benefit less from these schemes. 
While in some countries short time work was extended to atypical workers, it did not 
cover all, for example 800.000 “mini-jobs” got lost in Germany. The double burden 
for many working women became more marked due to the closure of childcare and 
schools. “Essential” workers in health, care and retail trade experienced considerable 
health risks and massive overwork, and so did platform labour.11 
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The experiences in the pandemic have led to strong demands for improvements in health and 
safety rules, in the treatment of atypical workers in labour law and in social protection and for 
higher wages for “essential” workers. Several countries have responded with often temporary 
measures for the crisis period, but demands are for permanent change as the problems became 
highly visible in the pandemic but were there before. The EU recently adopted directives on the 
labour contract and on the rights of workers with care responsibilities. And the Commission 
proposed a directive on minimum wages and collective bargaining and prepares initiatives on 
the rights of platform workers and on minimum income schemes.

Many young people are often not helped by Short Time Work - those who have not yet 
entered the labour market and most of those that have temporary contracts of short dura-
tion. The number of young NEETS (not in education, employment nor training) increased 
in 2020 for the first time after several years of decline. For example, Spain managed to re-
duce the share of young NEETS among all the young people from 2013 to 2019 from 22,5 to 
14,9 %, but it rose from 2019 to 2020 to 17,3%. For the EU 27 the trend is similar: reduction 
2013 to 2019 from 16.1 to 12.7% and increase in 2020 to 13.7%. Research suggests that an EU 
programme (“The Youth Guarantee”) has contributed to the progress in labour market in-
tegration of young people up to 2019. With “The Youth Guarantee” member states commit 
themselves to offer young people within four months of leaving education or becoming 
unemployed continued education, training, apprenticeship or employment of good quali-
ty. Given the reversal of the favourable trend in the pandemic the member states agreed to 
reinforce “The Youth Guarantee"12, mostly by focusing on the quality of the programmes 
and on efforts to include vulnerable youth. 

To conclude - the “Youth Guarantee” is perhaps an example where to go from here, in par-
ticular with the programme SURE. The “Youth Guarantee” combines fairly strict commit-
ments by each member country on how to promote youth labour market integration with 
funding by the EU. The EU will have to decide whether it considers SURE as an exception-
al one-off step or as a longer-term necessity to promote economic and social convergence in 
view of the heavy transition challenges member states and the Union face. Leaving aside 
the wider issue of the reform of the Economic and Monetary Union (EMU), I believe 
that the heavy impact of the pandemic and the success of the EU response provide a 
strong case for EU level programs that promote social cohesion and labour rights across 
the Union. Important players including Mario Draghi and Nadia Calviño have asked for 
continuing the SURE program to help national unemployment schemes to provide income 
support, job subsidies and training in countries that face major restructuring or deep reces-
sions. Ensuring that these countries can respond adequately to employment losses and the 
challenges of rapid structural change would be in the interest of all EU economies as they 
are deeply interconnected.  

11 EUROFOUND documents in several reports based on surveys detailed the heavy pressure on working women 
with children, how atypical workers suffered from loss of jobs and from the absence of income support and the 
occupations that faced massive health and earnings risks. 

12 See more detailed information under https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1079&langId=en
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3. Session 3 (29 July 2021): 
RECOVERING TOWARDS MORE 
BALANCED GENDER RELATIONS

A. INTRODUCTION
 
The consequences of school closures and of economic recession, but also of the political 
decision-making processes to address the pandemic, have been suffered and experienced 
differently by women and men. Thus, we decided to dedicate one of the keynote lecture 
sessions to the analysis of the impacts of the pandemic from a gender perspective which 
would take into account pre-existing, structural inequalities. Indeed, the pandemic threat-
ened not only to overshadow the multiple layers of gender-based discrimination, but also 
to undermine some important advances in gender equality that had been achieved in re-
cent decades in the European Union and Latin America and the Caribbean. Importantly, 
women’s heavy burden with educative and care tasks during the pandemic, and the in-
creased blurring of the home/work boundary, has menaced their professional develop-
ment and deepened gender gaps in many places.  

In her keynote lecture, Lídia Farré, Professor in Economics and Vice-President of the Com-
mittee on the Situation of Women in the Economy (COSME), analysed the situation of 
women in Spain regarding to paid and unpaid work and proposed public policies focused 
on a more equal distribution of unpaid work between women and men. On the other hand, 
Bibiana Aído, UN Women's representative in Colombia, offered a comprehensive perspec-
tive on the situation on women from Latin America and the Caribbean and presented gen-
der equality as an essential tool for genuine and sustainable recovery and the socio-eco-
nomic and green transformation in the region.

Link to recorded session:                     
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-LSPo-
HEh6MA&t=28s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-LSPoHEh6MA&t=28s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-LSPoHEh6MA&t=28s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-LSPoHEh6MA&t=28s
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B. SPEAKERS

Lídia Farré is Associate Professor of Economics at the Uni-
versity of Barcelona and Research Affiliate at the Institute of 
Economic Analysis. She holds a Ph.D. in economics from the 
European University Institute. Her research focuses on labour 
economics and, more specifically, on gender, migration, edu-
cation, and health. Currently, she is analysing the role of pub-
lic policies to promote gender equality and female leadership. 
Her research has been published in the Journal of Public Eco-
nomics, the Journal of Development Economics and Labour 
Economics, among others. She is vice-president of the Com-

mittee for the Situation of Women in Economics (COSME) and co-editor of the economic 
blog 5centims. She has been a consultant for the World Bank, the European Commission, 
and the Spanish Government. Her personal website is https://sites.google.com/site/lid-
iafarre78/home 

Bibiana Aído Almagro has a PhD in Innovation and Business 
Administration from the University of Cádiz, Spain, (2016) 
and holds a BA in Business Management and Administra-
tion from the same University (2005). With numerous awards 
for her career and commitment to gender equality, including 
the appointment of Doctor Honoris Causa in Civil Rights, 
by the University of Northumbria in Newcastle (2011) and 
the Award for Social Involvement of the University of Cadiz 
granted in 2019. Prior to joining UN Women, Bibiana occupied 
high-level positions in Spain’s Government, as Secretary of 

State for Equality (2010 -2011) and Minister of Equality (2008 -2010). From these positions, 
she led implementation of the Organic Law 1/2004 of Comprehensive Protection Mea-
sures against gender-based violence; as well as full implementation of Constitutional Law 
3/2007 for Effective Equality between Women and Men. She also initiated the drafting and 
enactment of the Organic Law 2/2010, of 3rd March, on Sexual and Reproductive Health, 
the Strategic Plan for Equality of Opportunities (2008-2011), the Integral Plan to Combat 
Human Trafficking for Purposes of Sexual Exploitation (2008-2011) and the Prevention 
Plan against Gender- based violence in Migrant population 2009-2012, among other initia-
tives furthering women's rights. 

She has extensive experience in UN Women, which she joined in 2011. She served from 
2011 to 2013 as Special Advisor to Michelle Bachelet, Global Executive Director; from 
2013 to 2017 as Programme Advisor for the Americas and the Caribbean based at Head-
quarters, period during which she was responsible for the design and development 
of programs to promote gender equality in the region, as well as the coordination of 
intergovernmental processes. Her previous position was as UN Women Representative 
in Ecuador, position from which she led and promoted policy and programmatic ini-
tiatives to improve the lives of Ecuadorian women. As of March 1st, 2021, she serves as 
UN Women Representative in Colombia.
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C. LECTURES

LÍDIA FARRÉ: COVID-19 AND GENDER INEQUALITY IN PAID AND UN-
PAID WORK - EVIDENCE FOR SPAIN

In my presentation I focus on the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on gender inequality 
in terms of paid and unpaid work using evidence from Spain. The results are based on 
two previous studies by Farré et al (2020) and Farré and González (2021). The main goal 
of this research is to investigate the impact of the Covid-19 crisis on the labour market 
and the distribution of paid and unpaid work within households. In doing so, it employs 
novel real-time household data collected in May 2020 (Wave I) and in November and 
December 2020 (Wave II) for a sample of 5,000 (Wave I) and 2,500 (Wave II) adults aged 
24 to 50 living in Spain. 

There is now a fruitful literature documenting the impact of the pandemic both in the 
labour market and the allocation of time within families in many developed countries. 
Most of these studies conclude that the pandemic has affected women more than men for 
at least two reasons. First, employment losses have been larger among women (Alon 
et al. 2020; Adams-Prassl et al, 2020). The reason for the “shecession” is that women are 
overrepresented in high-contact service sectors that have been more affected by the 
contention measures (e.g. restaurants, hospitality and tourism). The second reason to un-
derstand the gender asymmetric effect of the current recession is that women have been 
disproportionality in charge of the dramatic increase in care needs within the family, 
that have arisen mainly during working hours. 

In Spain, while the pandemic seems to have similarly affected the employment of 
both men and women, it has had a very unequal effect on the allocation of domes-
tic work. The larger participation of women in unpaid work may have difficulted the 
work-family balance during lockdown. After the first lockdown, gender imbalances have 
persisted. The experience brought about by the pandemic urges for the implementation of 
public policies that promote a more egalitarian distribution of tasks in the private sphere 
and facilitate women advances in the public one. 

The first result of my investigation reveals a large negative impact of the pandemic on 
the labour market. The employment rate of both men and women dropped significantly 
(by more than 20 percentage points) at the outbreak of the pandemic. However, most em-
ployment losses were temporary and covered by public funds in the form of furloughs (i.e., 
Expediente de Regulación Temporal de Empleo - ERTE). There is also evidence of a partial 
recovery of the employment level by the end of 2020.

Graph 14 shows the employment effects of the pandemic. The solid lines display the per-
centage of the working age population who are working (in orange for women and in blue 
for men). The dashed lines refer to the percentage who have a job even if not working due 
to temporary leaves or other reasons (e.g., ERTE). 
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There are several features in Graph 14 that deserve attention. First, over the last decade the 
employment rate of women has been persistently below that of men (by about 10 percent-
age points). Second, the graph also displays the employment crisis related to the pandemic. 
After the imposition of the state of emergency on March 13, 2020, in Spain, the employment 
rate declined by about 20 percentage points in the second quarter of 2020. Interestingly, the 
drop in employment was similar for both men and women. Graph 14 also shows the im-
portant role of public policy in mitigating the employment effects of the pandemic. From 
the graph we can see that most employment loses were temporary and in the form of 
furloughs (i.e., ERTE).  

Note: The figure shows the share of the working age population who are working at the time of the interview (solid line) and 
the share who have a job even if temporary on leave or not working for other reasons (dashed line). 
Source: González (2021). Spanish Labour Force Survey, EPA.  
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The second relevant result of my research is the important increase of the gender gap in total 
hours worked, including both paid and unpaid work. This increase was due to a smaller 
drop in the amount of time devoted to paid work by women relative to men and a larger 
increase in their time devoted to unpaid work. This result suggests that the pandemic may 
have exacerbated the “double shift” phenomena among working women. 

For families with children, the pandemic in Spain represented an unprecedent increase in the 
burden of childcare and domestic chores. During the strict lockdown between mid-March 
and late April, schools were closed and there was no option to outsource domestic services. 
Indeed, regular academic activities were only resumed by mid-September. After the lock-
down, there were still important limitations on the social and economic activities. For ex-
ample, after-school activities were restricted in capacity and childcare by grandparents was 
strongly discouraged. Many non-essential services including restaurants and personal care 
remained closed during several weeks in late 2020.

Graph 14. The employment effect of the pandemic, by sex
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Note: Weekly hours devoted to different activities by men (left-hand side panel) and women (right-hand side panel). The 
sample is restricted to men and women living in heterosexual couples with children younger than 17. “Paid work” refers 
to weekly hours in paid work. “Domestic chores” include weekly hours doing laundry, cleaning, cooking and going to the 
supermarket. “Child care” includes weekly hours with children doing physical, emotional and leisure activities. “Total” is 
the total number of weekly hours in the previous activities. 
Source: Real-time survey data. Wave I and II. 

The data reveal that the pandemic has led to an increase in the gender gap in total hours 
worked, including both paid and unpaid work. Graph 15 shows the number of weekly 
hours devoted by men (left-hand side panel) and women (right-hand side panel) to the 
different activities including paid work (grey bars), domestic chores (orange bars) and 
childcare (green bars) before (March 2020), during (May 2020) and after lockdown (No-
vember-December 2020). 

Graph 15 reveals that before the lockdown men spent more hours per week in paid work 
than women (more than 10 hours), but much less in unpaid work (25 versus 46). As a 
result of these different uses of time, the gender gap in total hours worked pre-lockdown 
was of 10 hours per week. During lockdown, both men and women decreased the num-
ber of hours in paid work (men more than women) and increased their time in unpaid 
work (women by more than men). As a result, the gender gap in total hours worked 
increased to 16 weekly hours. After the lockdown, both men and women returned to 
the pre-lockdown level of hours in paid work. However, women continued doing more 
hours of unpaid work and the increased gender gap in total hours worked persisted after 
the lockdown.   
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Graph 15. Weekly hours in paid and unpaid work, by sex
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The results of my investigation indicate that the effects of the Covid-19 crisis have been 
gender-neutral in the labour market but very gender-asymmetric in terms of the distribution 
of unpaid work. Women have shouldered a larger burden of the increased demands in care 
needs within families. As a result, the pandemic may have exacerbated the “double shift” 
phenomena among working women. 

There are at least two potential explanations to account for the increase in gender inequali-
ty observed since the outbreak of the new virus. The first explanation is related to the pres-
ence of traditional social norms that attribute the role of main care providers to women. 
The second explanation is related to the more flexible work arrangements held by women.

In sum, the results of this investigation provide evidence that the pandemic may have ex-
acerbated gender inequality in terms of unpaid work that may result in important inequal-
ities in the labour market in the longer run. Therefore, it is urgent to implement policies 
to revert the increased trend in the specialisation of women in home production. First, 
regulation of telecommuting is crucial. Telecommuting should be limited to some days of 
the week to preserve the benefits of interactions and networking with co-authors and to 
avoid that woman choose to disproportionately work from home and indirectly assume a 
larger share of domestic work. Second, more work needs to be done in redefining working 
schedules to make them compatible with schools’ schedules and family life. It would also 
be desirable to introduce parental leave permits to take care of children when they cannot 
attend schools. These permits should be entitled to both parents and have equal duration. 
Finally, a universal and high-quality childcare system for children aged 0 to 3 would al-
low women to invest in their professional career avoiding within-household negotiations 
about childcare.  

 

BIBIANA AÍDO ALMAGRO: GENDER EQUALITY AS AN ACCELERATOR OF 
RECOVERY AND TRANSFORMATION IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CA-
RIBBEAN

2020 involved an exercise in self-awareness, as UN Secretary-General António Guterres 
said: “Perhaps, for the first time in our lifetime, the pandemic has had the effect of making 
all people around the world feel vulnerable at the same time, creating a strong sense of 
interconnectedness”.13

During this exercise of self-awareness of our interconnections with the rest of the world, 
we identified the challenges we had as a society, challenges that were already present in 
our societies, even before the onset of the pandemic. We are referring to social challenges 
such as:

 � Climate change, which is almost at a point of no return where biodiversity is receding 
at an alarming rate and where historic temperature increases and pollution peaks are 
being reached.

13 See: https://www.un.org/pga/75/wp-content/uploads/sites/100/2021/03/Letter-PGA-VS.pdf
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 � Dysfunctional power structures have been announcing their exhaustion producing in-
stitutional confidence lost in citizens. For example, in the case of Latin America and the 
Caribbean, the Regional Human Development Report 2021 points out that the region 
is in a vicious circle of social vulnerability, inequality, and concentration of power that 
does not allow to advance towards the achievement of the 2030 Agenda and sustain-
able development.

 � Increased political and social polarization in a framework of continuous tension 
that has been represented in complex internal crises with no resolution coming in the 
short term. 

 � The increase in the scale of humanitarian and human rights crises is exacerbated by 
an alarming rise in the number of refugees and displaced persons and an exponential 
increase in hunger: in Latin America, 9% of the population suffered from famine in 2020.

 � Disruptive and growing inequalities, especially for women and girls, who have seen 
their rights paralysed, and even rolled back, in many places. 

Similarly, during the awareness-raising exercise, we have identified the complexity that 
surrounds us, the environmental and human cost that our models are causing, and, ulti-
mately, the fragility of our world, but above all, we have been aware that we are not in an 
era of change but a change of era. In this new era, we are at a crossroads between a model 
that generates collapse and perpetual crisis or an advance and perspective of a feminist 
future, greener, safer, and better for everyone. There are five areas where gender equality 
can act as an accelerator for positive and sustainable transformation: 

New feminist peace and security policy

Currently, two billion people live in countries affected by conflict, and physical and virtual 
security is a major concern of all governments, which is why many of them increased bud-
get allocations for this purpose. However, 60% of maternal deaths occur in countries affect-
ed by humanitarian crises or armed conflict, sexual violence has been routinely used as a 
tactic of war, and misogyny has been and is present in almost all violent extremist groups. 
Currently, we are seeing in the region replication of these behaviours in the different migra-
tory routes, routes that are estimated to be used by more than 40 million people. The vul-
nerabilities faced by migrant women are accentuating, as evidenced by a report published 
by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime: "migrant women and girls are one of the 
most vulnerable groups to rape and sexual abuse. Different forms of sexual violence, sexual 
exploitation, rape or assault on women are omnipresent in all migratory routes".14

Eradicating violence against women, which has been exacerbated during the pandemic, is 
a major challenge. It represents a violation of basic human rights and affects human devel-
opment, as it has profound implications for the health, economic, educational, social, and 
cultural opportunities of communities.

The data on violence against women and girls in the Latin American region is very dis-
turbing. One out of three women has experienced violence in her lifetime. In most of the 

14 See: https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/2021/Aggravated_SOM_and_Gender.pdf
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countries for which data on this issue are available, it is found that among women victims 
of violence, the majority only recur to family and friends; less than 10% of women recur to 
formal institutions, such as the police or health services.  

There is a direct link between violence against women, civil oppression, and armed con-
flict. The United Nations believes in a model where women's participation is at the centre 
of institutional efforts for conflict prevention, peace-making and peacebuilding from a hu-
man security approach. Colombia presents a good example in this regard: In 2016 the sign-
ing of the peace agreement between the FARC and the Colombian government established 
the first example in the world of a peace agreement that introduced the gender approach 
in a cross-cutting manner, with specific measures and indicators.  

Feminist climate and environmental policy  

Our biodiversity is collapsing, our ecosystems are disappearing, and air and water pollu-
tion are responsible for 9 million deaths every year. This climate emergency is the result of 
natural resources exploitation and decisions made without sustainability or a gender lens, 
and they have had a disproportionate impact on women and girls. Drought and hunger 
make women work harder to find food and water, while heatwaves, storms and floods kill 
more women and girls than men and boys.

Despite this, women and girls are underrepresented15 in climate justice advocacy at all lev-
els and in all sectors. Furthermore, climate justice interventions do not adequately reflect 
their realities during climate crises, such as violence, health care needs, strained economic 
resilience, and unpaid care and domestic work. 

We need to empower and give opportunities to women and girls, in all their diversity, to 
lead a fair transition to an inclusive, circular, and regenerative green economy that incor-
porates their needs and skills, especially in the case of rural women, who number around 
58 million in Latin America, 6 million of whom are currently at risk of extreme poverty. 

New feminist sustainable growth economic model

In Latin America and the Caribbean, before the pandemic, 3 out of 10 women had no in-
come of their own and, out of those who could access some source of income, 74% did so 
through informal employment, i.e., without options to access social protection systems 
linked to formal work. As a result of the pandemic consequences, a disproportionate im-
pact on women has been identified. 118 million Latin American women were in poverty in 
2020, 23 million more than in 2019, a fact unprecedented and alarming. In Latin America, 
an average of 10 years of efforts for economic participation and the eradication of female 
poverty have been lost. According to a report by the International Labour Organisation, 
only 46.8% of women in the region will have a job in 2021. 

The pandemic has had a strong impact on the level and quality of women's employment 
in the region. There has been a strong outflow of women from the labour force with the 
labour participation rate standing at 46% in 2020 in the region, against 52% in 2019. 

15 See https://forum.generationequality.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/FACJ_FINAL_VISUAL_EN_0.pdf
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Finally, many Gross Domestic Product models put zero value on everything that happens 
in the household. Transforming the “care economy” is a key element in the mission to 
ensure justice and economic rights for women and girls and the only way to build a sus-
tainable economic model that works for all people.

New feminist technology and innovation policy  

One of the main characteristics of the newly encountered paradigms is the increasing digi-
tization of different areas of our lives, from our relationship with our families to the devel-
opment of our professional careers. Online activism has also been an increasingly essential 
tool for feminism, as digital platforms have become public spaces in which civic space is 
expanded and new strategies for influencing policy are forged. 

Yet globally, only 45% of women are online, only 30% in STEM careers, and they only oc-
cupy 26% in artificial intelligence jobs. Women are finding it difficult to enter tech careers 
in universities, start-ups and industry-leading companies. This is troubling because these 
tech hubs and companies have become new geopolitical actors and are shaping the econ-
omy and societies of the future, being central players in the fourth industrial revolution. 

The opportunity to reverse this trend involves the development of a technology and inno-
vation approach to gender equality, which refers to creating technology that considers how 
women and girls’ access, use, lead and design digital tools that address key issues such 
as the gender digital divide, online violence and discrimination against women and the 
underrepresentation of women in the innovation sector.

New policy on citizen participation and feminist representation  

Women's participation in parliaments around the world has doubled in the last 25 years. 
This has also been reflected in Latin America, where the number of female ministers in 
the last three decades has tripled from 9% in 1990 to 30% in 2019. However, men still 
hold 70% of ministerial portfolios in the region. When the number of women reaches a 
critical mass, governments are more likely to innovate, challenge established orthodox-
ies and redistribute power. As former UN Women Executive Director and current High 
Commissioner for Human Rights Michelle Bachelet said, “When one woman enters pol-
itics, women change, but when many women enter politics, politics changes”. Women's 
participation improves institutions.

It is necessary to continue to engage women in the adoption of strategic, innovative, and 
effective alternatives to advance the construction of fairer and more democratic and egali-
tarian societies. However, without a greater level of action to promote feminist movements 
and leadership, we are far from being able to achieve gender parity in political life. 

To change this trend, financial resources in the hands of women and their organizations 
must be increased. Investing in women is a powerful means to improve, build back better 
and establish a direct path towards poverty eradication and inclusive economic growth. 
Currently, direct funding of women's organizations represents less than 1% of official de-
velopment assistance globally. 
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Conclusion

The Sustainable Development Goals and the 2030 Agenda are the best compasses for a 
fairer world. International cooperation and multilateral organisations are more relevant 
than ever, but we must be aware that time is not on our side. The decisions we take now 
will determine the solution to the posed crossroad: between a collapse and perpetual crisis 
or a breakthrough and the prospect of a sustainable future.  

To close, I shall refer to the following reflection of the UN Secretary-General: "Let us imag-
ine a world in which we take more seriously our shared vulnerability and the need for 
collective action. Let us imagine that leaders and people alike recognise the need to come 
together at local, national, and global levels, to chart a course towards a better future. Out 
of immense suffering, we have a once-in-a-lifetime window of opportunity. But I also think 
it is a window that could rapidly close. We have therefore reached an important inflection 
point in history - a genuine moment of truth”.
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4. Session 4 (12 August 2021): 
SUSTAINABLE 
RECOVERY OF CITIES

A. INTRODUCTION
 
The exceptionality of the pandemic led us to question how we educate and work, but also 
how we live and connect with the urban environment and technology. Especially because 
educational, economic, and social inequalities - such as gender inequalities - took place 
in these cores, where most of the planet lives: cities. Therefore, the objective of this fourth 
session was to open a bi-regional dialogue on the major threats and opportunities exposed 
in the reconfiguration of urban centres. Once again, the current turning point can allow us 
to make, of our living environments, sustainable spaces from a social and, especially, an 
environmental point of view. 

The speakers invited to this session offered complementary perspectives from both sides 
of the Atlantic and opened a space for a multidimensional reflection on the cities of the 
present and the future. Jesús Gamero, PhD in Social Analysis from the Carlos III Univer-
sity of Madrid and member of the Research Group on "Sociology of Climate Change and 
Sustainable Development" at the same institution, exposed about the double challenge that 
European and Latin American cities are facing: the health crisis and the climate crisis. The 
ability to rethink cities and overcome both would, according to the panellist, make cities 
fairer, more supportive, and sustainable. 

Guillermo Santos, PhD in Social Sciences and Humanities from the National University of 
Luján in Argentina and researcher at the Institute of Studies on Science and Technology 
(IESCT) of the National University of Quilmes, complemented the equation with another 
crisis: the crisis of social inequality. In his presentation, he focused on technology and the 
need to generate adequate, efficient, viable and environmentally sustainable socio-techni-
cal solutions for sectors such as transport, housing, energy, health, communication, food, 
education, to tackle this crisis.

Link to recorded session:                     
https : / /www.youtube.com/watch?v=-
c1i5vGq4Vyo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c1i5vGq4Vyo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c1i5vGq4Vyo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c1i5vGq4Vyo
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B. SPEAKERS

Jesús Marcos Gamero is a lecturer in “Global Environmental 
Challenges” and a member of the Research Group on “So-
ciology of Climate Change and Sustainable Development” 
at the University Carlos III of Madrid. In addition to his area 
of specialisation - climate migrations – based on his doctor-
al thesis on this issue, Jesús M. Gamero has focused on the 
socio-economic impacts of climate change and the responses 
that should be articulated between social and political struc-
tures. Jesús Marcos Gamero holds a degree in Political Sci-
ence and Administration from the Complutense University 

of Madrid, a Master of Law from the Irish Centre for Human Rights, National University 
of Ireland, and a PhD in Social Analysis from the Carlos III University of Madrid.

Guillermo Santos holds a PhD in Social Sciences and Human-
ities from the National University of Luján in Argentina, a Mas-
ters in Social Sciences with a major in Social History, a BA in 
Sociology from the University of Buenos Aires (Argentina) and 
is Professor of History at the Instituto Superior del Profesorado, 
"Dr. Joaquín V. González" in the city of Buenos Aires. He is a 
researcher at the Institute of Studies on Science and Technology 
(IESCT) of the National University of Quilmes (UNQ) and his 
areas of research and teaching include Social History and His-
tory and Sociology of Technology and Innovation. 

He is currently Director of the Bachelor's Degree in Social Sciences and Humanities (virtual 
mode) at the National University of Quilmes (Argentina) and Associate Professor in the 
Department of Social Sciences at the UNQ. He teaches Social Studies of Technology and So-
cial History of Science and Technology in the Master's Degree in Science, Technology and 
Society (UNQ). He is the academic director of the postgraduate course in Specialisation in 
Technology and Innovation Management at the National University of San Martín (Argen-
tina). He has published studies on the social history and sociology of technology in various 
national and international journals and is co-author of several books on technology and 
innovation. Among them are "Innovar en Argentina" and "Tecnologías para incluir". He 
is a developer of graphic and ludic divulgation contents in the field of social sciences for 
several public and private institutions in Argentina.
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C. LECTURES

JESÚS MARCOS GAMERO: CITIES OF SOLIDARITY AND SUSTAINABILI-
TY IN THE FACE OF COVID AND THE CLIMATE EMERGENCY

Major crises and disasters can amplify or expose previous social inequalities. During the 
Covid-19 pandemic, cities have served as an example of spaces where structural weak-
nesses and social discontent have been exacerbated.16 And we will also see this pattern 
as the impacts of climate change increase. Tin this regard, the findings of the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change's (IPCC) sixth assessment report on the physical basis of 
climate change, present a global scenario where climate change is widespread, rapid, and 
intensifying. 

Likewise, it is too late to reverse some of these effects, irreversible for hundreds or thou-
sands of years (IPCC, 2021). Meanwhile, the solutions proposed by the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Paris Agreement are high-
ly ineffective given the magnitude of the problem. As a result, these physical impacts are 
followed by social consequences that demonstrate the climate change capacity to destabi-
lise and push social, political, and economic systems to their limits.17  

Cities and urban environments

Cities emerge in this context as a fundamental space:

a) whether in terms of greenhouse gas emissions by our civilisation;  

b) as places where these physical and socio-economic impacts are being critically felt; 

c) but also as spaces from which to articulate transformative responses capable of main-
taining the social cohesion necessary to confront the problem.  

Regarding the first factor, it should be remembered that, according to 2016 data, cities are 
home to 54.5% of the total world population, projected to be more than 70% by 2050. These 
urban populations are the ones that make use, globally, of more than 60% of energy con-
sumption, produce more than 70% of greenhouse gas emissions, or are responsible for 
more than 70% of global waste.  

For its part, and concerning impacts, the report "The Future We Don't Want" (Rosenzweig 
et al., 2018) explains how climate change may impact large cities and a growing population 
and go hand in hand with increased vulnerability and inequality. Considering six key cli-

16 Moloney, A. (2020). How Covid-19 is exposing 'hidden poverty' across unequal cities. World Economic Forum, 
4 November. Retrieved from https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/11/pandemic-exposes-hidden-pover-
ty-unequal-cities/

17 This is an issue that I have discussed based on the case of Syria and that can serve as a reference to observe the 
evolution of social discontent in the face of the impacts of climate change and its capacity to destabilise our social, 
political and economic systems (Gamero, 2018).
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mate vulnerability conditions - extreme heat, poverty and extreme heat, water availability, 
food security, coastal flooding and sea-level rise, energy supply and sea-level rise - the 
following figures are being projected for 2050:  

 � 1.6 billion people in more than 970 cities will be regularly exposed to extremely high 
temperatures; 

 � more than 800 million in 570 cities will be exposed to sea-level rise and coastal flooding; 

 � 650 million in more than 500 cities will be at risk of water scarcity due to climate change; 

 � 2.5 billion in more than 1,600 cities are expected to face national food supply threatened 
by climate change; 

 � supplying energy to 470 million in more than 230 cities will make them vulnerable to 
rising sea levels and; 

 � 215 million poor urban residents, living in slums in more than 490 cities, will face in-
creasing climate risks.

Those immense numbers should lead cities to plan and implement solutions in response 
to a variety of climate risks and increasingly concentrated poverty processes, which – 
combined – pose serious risks for the health and well-being of residents, as well as for 
urban economies and infrastructure systems.

Experience in protecting the most vulnerable during the pandemic

Protection of the most vulnerable groups forms part of the third aspect related to the 
responses that can be articulated to face climate change, and which calls on the impor-
tance of transforming urban societies and maintaining social cohesion in the face of 
climate impacts. At the outset, it is worth noting that from the experiences that arose 
during the Covid-19 pandemic, it is possible to extract the necessary lessons to address 
the social impacts and challenges of climate change with greater guarantees. In Spain, 
as in other countries, many of the measures implemented during the pandemic were 
reactive and temporary but facilitated to expand the population receiving social assis-
tance among urban populations. 

In first place, we consider the permanent implementation of the Minimum Vital18 Income  
by the Spanish Government, which emerges as a measure capable of providing support to 
people in need, as well as developing an inclusive approach to tackle poverty and inequal-
ity. Also, administrations such as Autonomous Communities, Provincial Councils and City 
Councils have implemented other measures such as the transfer of food and food vouch-
ers, guaranteeing affordable access to housing or ensuring electricity supply to meet the 

18. Moncloa (2020 May 29). El Gobierno aprueba el Ingreso Mínimo Vital. Retriedved from https://www.lamoncloa.
gob.es/consejodeministros/resumenes/Paginas/2020/290520-cministros.aspx
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energy needs of families and the fight against energy poverty, which has allowed a fairer 
allocation of space and urban resources.19 

Other measures of labour, economic, and fiscal nature have been the increase in unemploy-
ment benefits or the prohibition of dismissal, aid to the self-employed, or changes in tax-
ation, rendering them more progressive and sustainable and oriented towards furthering 
social progress.20

In addition, universal access to vaccines, with Spain having one of the highest vaccination 
rates worldwide21, is fundamental, given that Covid-19 will continue to be present as a 
disease in our societies for years to come.

Other social lessons during Covid-19

On the other hand, during the pandemic in Spain, we found a series of social, economic, 
or organisational dynamics that also require our attention when observing and planning 
future responses to the climate emergency.22 

Firstly, the need to influence geographical redistribution within the Iberian Peninsula as a 
way of releasing population pressure from the cities in the face of climatic emergency is a 
case in point. The problem of “empty Spain” (“España vaciada”), that is, the depopulation 
of rural and inland areas, has raised public attention with the relocation of many families 
and workers from urban environments to these areas, even temporarily, to avoid the im-
pact of the pandemic in the cities.

Considered as a factor for moving to rural environments, the improvement in telecom-
munications, together with advances in teleworking, have also been important during the 
pandemic and have opened a wide range of possibilities for avoiding travel and reducing 
emissions when traveling within cities. On the other hand, the pandemic has made it pos-
sible to improve the capacity for adaptation and response of health systems, but also of the 
rest of the administrative and governmental structures in the face of supervening crises, 
which is a positive experience in the face of possible extraordinary climate-related impacts.

And finally, societies have been able to assume restrictions in the exercise of their funda-
mental rights, such as home lockdown, for the sake of the common good, which raises the 
question of whether these or similar measures limiting rights, will be needed in the face of 
the climate emergency and the capacity of the citizenry to assume them.

19 Some examples of measures carried out by Spanish administrations for vulnerable families during the pandemic 
are proposed, such as aid for food supply by the City Council of Huelva, the implementation of a Social Impact 
Coin Card by the Provincial Council of Barcelona; rental aid to families in the City Council of Malaga or the City 
Council of Andraxt; or aid to ensure household supplies as in the City Council of Getafe or Cordoba.

20 Other measures carried out by Spanish administrations in the field of aid for job loss are those of the City Council 
of Gijón or Valencia; aid to the self-employed in the City Council of Ponferrada or Daimiel; or to alleviate the 
economic burden in the payment of municipal taxes to families in vulnerable situations as in the City Council of 
Estepona or Terrassa.

21 France 24 (2021 Augusto 12). How Spain took the lead on vaccinations against Covid-19. Retrieved from https://
www.france24.com/en/live-news/20210812-how-spain-took-the-lead-on-vaccinations-against-covid-19

22 Gamero, J. (2021). Will the pandemic experience help to tackle climate change? The Conversation, 25 May 2021. 
https://theconversation.com/servira-la-experiencia-de-la-pandemia-para-afrontar-el-cambio-climatico-161294
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Urban social protection mechanisms in the face of climate emergencies

The report "Cities and Pandemics: Towards a More Just, Green and Healthy Future" 
(UN-Habitat, 2021) addresses these issues and the transition that cities must make from 
the experience of Covid-19 towards a more sustainable future marked by the impact of 
climate change. 

In the words of UN Secretary-General António Guterres in the foreword to Report: "Cities 
are engines of dynamism and innovation and can help us overcome development deficits. 
They can spearhead reforms towards a New Social Contract to tackle poverty, strengthen 
social protection, restore public trust and reach people who are on the margins or who face 
discrimination.”

In the same way, these objectives are translated into four fundamental ideas: 

 � the need to rethink the structure and function of the city by reconfiguring urban mor-
phology and systems at different scales, not only improving its resilience to the effects 
of the pandemic; 

 � the importance of addressing systemic poverty and inequality in cities through target-
ed interventions to mitigate the impact of Covid-19;

 � the rebuilding of a new urban economy that should include a set of tailoured economic 
support and assistance packages to help businesses and families with an emphasis on 
"building back better", promoting the transition to greener and more equitable urban 
economies;

 � and finally, recognizing more integrated urban legislation and cooperative multilevel 
governance and developing more flexible and innovative institutional and financial 
frameworks.

The importance of shaping a new approach to social protection in cities is an issue 
that runs throughout the report and is evidenced by the experience of Covid-19 and the 
increasing poverty of the most vulnerable groups in the face of climate impacts. Some 
of the measures implemented during the pandemic, of a temporary and extraordinary 
nature, should be necessarily made permanent so as to have an impact on their long-term 
transformative nature and to foster urban resilience in the face of climate change. This 
implies continued extension of social guarantees to a greater number of the urban popu-
lation, considering different associated risks related to gender, age, ethnicity, migratory 
status, etc.

The high concentration of population and poverty in urban contexts will act as risk am-
plifiers when it comes to suffer from the impacts of climate change, whether due to phys-
ical or socio-economic issues, which will require the implementation of more effective 
public policies for social protection. In this regard, the development of Social Protection 
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Floors (ILO Recommendation No. 202), considered as a set of basic social security enti-
tlements and transfers, aimed at helping to promote human rights and support decent 
living standards, become relevant (ILO, 2011). These measures for the expansion and 
implementation of social protection policies are fundamental, especially if we consider 
their variant of socio-environmental protection floors, defined for the first time at the 
Rio Summit in 2012 (MDS, 2012), which would increase the resilience of communities in 
the face of climate impacts, in addition to promoting sustainable development. In other 
words, this is a mechanism that connects the protection of people with the protection of 
the planet.23

From this experience, we are able to articulate more just, solidary, and sustainable respons-
es, including better access to safety nets, social services, housing, supplies, and employ-
ment opportunities adapted to urban environments. Thus, sustainable livelihoods and so-
cial protection measures have a vital role to play in ensuring urban resilience and recovery. 
Indeed, urban environments represent some of the most critical and strategic frontiers for 
social protection especially in the context of climate emergencies.

Electricity supply as a right in the face of climate emergency

The lack of electricity supply that the poorest and most vulnerable urban dwellers will 
face in the face of climate change reminds us that energy poverty is part of the inequality 
problem faced by these populations. The price of energy, which, among others, is influ-
enced by the decline of fossil fuels, is leading to a reinforcement of the hoarding logic 
of the prevailing capitalist economic system, which, in turn, furthers unequal access to 
these supplies and increases the vulnerability of the most disadvantaged groups.

However, it is necessary to remember that, to maintain resilience and public health in 
the face of increasing situations of urban social degradation linked to climate change, 
energy supply emerges as a critical factor, as it is fundamental in the process of provid-
ing drinking water, food, transportation, sanitation, communications, or medical care, 
among others. This issue implies that the right to energy should be guaranteed univer-
sally and permanently in the face of intertwined health, climate or energy crises that are 
increasing in intensity. Therefore, the need exists to integrate the right to energy supply 
within these new structures of social protection (Primc and Slabe-Erker, 2020), in addi-
tion to accompanying these processes by the development of green, renewable energies 
and the achievement of a higher level of self-sufficiency by the communities.

Maintaining social cohesion and fostering participation in the face of climate 
emergency

It is in cities where most of the world's population lives and where population growth will 
go hand in hand with increased population and with increased poverty. The higher inci-
dence of Covid-19 in urban neighbourhoods is a recent example of how risks can increase in 
areas with higher density and poverty, which can also be reflected in increased social unrest, 

23 The debate on the importance of social protection mechanisms to cope with the impacts of climate change has 
been very vital in recent years. Please allow me to mention my doctoral thesis linking these mechanisms to cli-
mate migration (Gamero, 2014), as well as other recent reports on the subject (Aleksandrova, 2019 and Costella et 
al. 2021).
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protests, or the spread of violence. However, and in the face of climate change's capacity 
to weaken and limit our social, political, and economic systems, these more disadvantaged 
urban environments have the capacity to generate solidarity networks, exchange goods and 
be factories of ideas in the face of adversity.

But to achieve these goals, there is a need to establish a new social contract focused on main-
taining welfare and rights in the face of the climate crisis and reducing inequalities, preju-
dice, discrimination, and exclusion. Solidarity must be a recognised value, but also to combat 
the culture of privilege that is becoming increasingly entrenched in many societies and cit-
ies.24 If we also want cities to be key elements in the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions 
and the fight against climate change, we must focus on expanding capacities and improving 
education, health, and access to technologies in vulnerable and disadvantaged neighbour-
hoods and individuals.

The response to the climate emergency in cities will require all their inhabitants to be able to 
apply their knowledge and capacities in the search for innovative and imaginative, but also 
traumatic and disruptive measures, which implies capitalising on the knowledge, networks, 
and infrastructures of all the groups that make up the city (privileged and marginalised). 
This participation should also be applied in the field of decision-making and involve all citi-
zens. The Citizens' Climate Assemblies are an example of the development of concepts such 
as deliberative democracy, understood as collective decision-making procedures, which in-
clude institutional redesign and the active participation of those who are potentially affected 
by those decisions.25 

These initiatives already exist in various countries, regions, and cities, and are much more 
than forums for participation. The Assemblies are a way to channel the interests and needs 
of citizens to understand, participate in the debate, and generate responses to the growing 
impacts of climate change. At the same time, these are vehicles for integrating and involv-
ing marginalised and vulnerable groups that could be excluded from decision-making that 
will affect everyone.

Some final thoughts

The future of humanity in the face of climate change depends partially on the ability of 
cities to advance in reducing their emissions and dealing with its impacts. Many cities have 
been able to respond with measures that have increased citizen protection and resilience 
during the pandemic, and it is from that initial experience that we can take home some 
lessons, and particularly the following one: how we emerge from this crisis and protect the 
most vulnerable within urban environments will have a lot to do with how we manage the 
climate emergency. 

24 Bárcena, A. (2018 February 13). Hay que terminar con la cultura del privilegio. Retrieved from https://news.
un.org/es/story/2018/02/1426952 

25 Ajuriaguerra Escudero, M.A. (2021). Asambleas ciudadanas para el clima: ¿por qué son fundamentales? The 
Conversation, 7 July 2021. Retrieved from https://theconversation.com/asambleas-ciudadanas-para-el-cli-
ma-por-que-son-fundamentales-161910
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For it is all about this idea if we want to maintain social cohesion, equity, and solidarity 
in our society in the face of the climate emergency. One will not work without the other. 
We will only be able to cope with the impacts of climate change if we respond in a united 
and supportive manner as a society. In this sense, and given the impact of climate change 
on cities and their most vulnerable populations, these measures must be permanent and 
directed to foster urban resilience both socially and environmentally. Clearly, there is still 
much to be learned about how to build safety nets in urban environments. However, main-
taining and improving measures of access to food, water or energy supplies is critical. 
In general, these measures imply the development of advanced social protection systems 
adapted to the reality of urban environments, capable of ensuring decent living standards.

These socio-economic rights must be accompanied by civil and political rights adapted to 
the new climate reality, where deliberative democracy structures (Dryzek and Nyemeyer, 
2019) such as the Citizens' Climate Assemblies allow the participation and optimisation 
of the skills and knowledge of all those who are part of the city. Against this background, 
the establishment of a new social contract will become viable, which should necessarily be 
adapted to the realities of cities and allow for the implementation of measures to recognise 
and address an uncertain but alarming reality such as climate change.

 

GUILLERMO SANTOS: SOCIO-TECHNICAL CITIZENSHIPS: CONCEPTU-
AL NOTES AND EVIDENCE FOR A SUSTAINABLE RECOVERY OF CITIES 
IN THE FRAMEWORK OF THE COVID-19 CRISIS

The Covid-19 crisis as a socio-technical problem

The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic in early 2020 caused unprecedented global health 
and social crises. Since its outbreak in December 2019, all levels of the functioning of social 
life were affected: health, education, and work were some of the spaces of social interaction 
that were affected by the pandemic and forced citizens to make new and complex adjust-
ments. As the historian, George Mosse said when referring to the ruins caused by the First 
World War, "all certainties dissolve". This Covid-19 crisis is no exception.

In Argentina the Covid-19 pandemic had a particularly dramatic impact. To the effects 
caused by the coronavirus, we must add a precedent situation of economic and social crisis 
that has been affecting the Argentine population for several years. By means of illustration, 
during the first semester of the year 2020, poverty in Argentina had reached 40.9% of the 
population. Between 2019 and 2020 alone, 2.5 million Argentines became new poor26. New 
approaches and new perspectives are therefore essential to think about sustainable and 
inclusive solutions. The socio-technical perspective can contribute towards this end.27

26 See https://www.cippec.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/197-DT-PS-Impacto-social-del-COVID-19-en-Ar-
gentina.-D%C3%ADaz-Langou-Kessler...-1.pdf

27 For a more detailed description of the socio-technical perspective it is recommended to consult Thomas (2008).
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All technologies are political

Contrary to what is usually acknowledged, no technology is neutral. Some actively con-
tribute to dynamics of concentration of power, of wealth appropriation, of material support 
of vertical social orders, of generation of risks and environmental damage, of exclusion. 
Others, on the other hand, favour the democratisation of power, the equitable distribu-
tion of wealth, community access to goods and services, the opening of decision-making 
processes, the minimisation of environmental risks and the preservation of the habitat. 
Technologies are social constructions as much as societies are technological constructions 
(Thomas, Fressoli, and Santos, 2012).

Thus, the generation and resolution of the problems of poverty, social exclusion, environ-
mental risk, and marginality in the framework of the Covid-19 crisis cannot be analysed 
without taking into account the technological dimension: food production, housing, trans-
portation, energy, access to knowledge and cultural goods, environment, and social or-
ganisation are inconceivable in the absence of socio-technical dynamics that allow for the 
generation of new forms of - more inclusive, more democratic - citizenship.  

However, reflection on the relationship between technologies, rights and needs in strategies 
for sustainable inclusive development has been scarcely addressed in Latin America. And 
this crisis, dramatically speaking, constitutes an opportunity to think about "socio-techni-
cal citizenships" as ways of overcoming the crisis provoked by Covid-19, for democracy 
itself is unimaginable in the absence of social inclusion processes: effective participation 
in decision-making processes, equitable distribution of goods and services, equal access 
rights to those same goods and services, the plurality of positions, cultural diversity. All 
this implies "socio-technical citizenships". 

But how to build inclusive and sustainable development strategies without knowing the 
material basis of social relations? How to conceive a desirable future for a country, a region, 
and the planet - and prevent the undesirable ones - without understanding the relationship 
between technology, development and democracy? Perhaps two examples can illustrate 
the characteristics and scope of the socio-technical proposal.

Two cases of socio-technical citizenship in Buenos Aires

• The programme “The neighbourhood takes care of the neighbourhood" 

"The neighbourhood takes care of the neighbourhood" programme has been implement-
ed in the popular neighbourhoods of Buenos Aires since 2020. Community posts at the 
entrances to the neighbourhoods were installed to promote prevention measures against 
Covid-19 and to work on care measures, self-care, hand hygiene, the use of masks, disin-
fection, etc. These community health posts are supported by promoters who are members 
of various political and social organisations and who are also residents of those neighbour-
hoods. The promoters also walk around in the neighbourhoods, accompanied by health 
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professionals and government officials, implementing surveys and early warnings of situ-
ations of vulnerability and marginality, detecting Covid-19 cases, facilitating access to vac-
cines, identifying cases of school dropout, lack of nutrition, gender violence, problematic 
consumption, etc. At the same time, they collaborate with care services for children and 
the elderly.

As the general director of the programme states: "All people have the right to access care, 
in this case related to health, and this care must be resolved in community".28 The reasons 
for the viability of this programme reside in the simplicity of the system, the training and 
continuous evaluation of the experience throughout its different stages (design, implemen-
tation in the territory, training, evaluation), the political support received from the national 
and municipal governments, and, fundamentally, a design of implementation adjusted to 
the particular local conditions of each neighbourhood.

• Environmental Awareness Plan

Another example that allows a better understanding of a socio-technical problem-solution 
dynamic is the "Environmental Awareness Plan". This plan has been carried out by the gov-
ernment of the city of Buenos Aires, the Metropolitan University for Education and Work 
(UMET), and the Union of Building Workers (SUTERH) starting in 2021. The objective is 
to promote an environmental culture based on sustainable practices through training and 
collaboration of university teachers and building managers, so that they can become new 
promoters of environmental and sustainable culture. Specifically, the plan foresees joint 
trainings of teachers and building workers in various environmental issues, including the 
rational and efficient use of electricity, water, environmental management of solid waste 
and those from electrical and electronic equipment and circular economy issues.

The central characteristic of the plan is that it is not a simple training of social subjects, but 
it proposes the design and implementation of a participatory methodology that allows 
for the generation and co-construction of knowledge between the academic world, the 
world of work and citizenship, - again, a socio-technical citizenship. The innovative and 
socio-technical character of this plan is linked to the generation of capacities for the resolu-
tion of systemic problems (rather than the resolution of specific deficits).

Both examples point to the generation of local dynamics of social intervention and the 
construction of adequate socio-technically knowledge.

Social technology systems as pathways to sustainable recovery

The following theoretical-conceptual derivations directly refer to the ways of conceiving 
and implementing socio-technical solutions in terms of social technological systems:

 � Processes of co-construction of technologies, knowledge, and societies:  The trajecto-
ries of development and implementation of comprehensive and sustainable solutions 

28 See https://www.argentina.gob.ar/noticias/se-lanza-el-barrio-cuida-al-barrio-frente-la-pandemia-del-covid-19 
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to the Covid-19 crisis involve changes in the relevant linked social groups (workers, 
users, designers, policymakers, etc.) and, at the same time, in the regulatory contexts 
and their meanings. No solution works outside a socio-technical, historically situated 
configuration. 

 � All societies are technological: Every culture is technological, and, at the same time, 
every technology constitutes a cultural expression. The inclusion of the local cultures 
of the final users, of the people, is relevant in the dynamics of building "socio-techni-
cal citizenships". This implies registering the potential use of local knowledge (cod-
ified and tacit), in combination with other knowledge (codified and tacit) generated 
in third cultures. 

In short, technologies oriented to the resolution of social problems do not work simply 
because they solve a specific problem, but because they manage to insert themselves as 
efficient causes in the generation of processes of technological and social change. Technol-
ogies oriented to solve social problems are conceived to actively participate in processes of 
socio-political, socio-economic, and socio-cultural change. They constitute a solid founda-
tion of affirmations and sanctions aimed to promote socio-economic development and to 
sustain democratisation processes (Thomas, Fressoli, and Santos, 2012).

By approaching problem-solution relations in socio-technical terms, as a complex process 
of co-construction, a systemic vision is configured in practice, where it will hardly exist a 
punctual solution for a punctual problem. On the contrary, this systemic vision enables the 
emergence of a new way of conceiving socio-technical solutions. The examples outlined 
above show that every technological system asserts itself by interacting in solidarity with 
other systems, revealing inclusion advantages in technological frameworks, economies of 
scale, compatibility, and feedback. The development of Social Technological Systems in 
heterogeneous socio-technical dynamics can imply obvious advantages: inclusion, work, 
a better quality of life. 

After all, the destiny of our societies, the stabilisation and deepening of our democracies, 
the expansion of the public sphere, the production of public goods, the sustainability of the 
environment, the overcoming of the Covid-19 crisis and the construction of the future of 
the region, probably depend on the adequate conception of development strategies based 
on the application of Social Technological Systems, - not as a way of minimising the effects 
of the exclusion of the poor, but to make the inclusion of all feasible in a possible future.
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5. Session 5 (26 August 2021): 
SUSTAINABLE RECOVERY FOR 
SOCIALLY MINORISED GROUPS / 
MIGRANT POPULATIONS   

A. INTRODUCTION
 
Incorporating a gender approach to understanding the economic and social consequences 
of the pandemic is crucial, but so it is to reflect from the perspective of another socially mi-
noritised group: migrants. Having opened spaces for dialogue on means for educational, 
economic, and urban recovery, we then moved on to include reflections on the peculiar-
ity of migrant populations in our keynote lecture series, particularly because, with the 
pandemic, migratory flows have encountered even more solidified borders, which were 
instrumentalised for political purposes. 

The guest speakers of this session provided evidence for these realities: Abbdel Camargo, 
CONACYT Professor at El Colegio de la Frontera Sur (ECOSUR), Unidad Tapachula, Chi-
apas, Mexico, focused on mobility systems in Latin America and the Caribbean. Particular-
ly, he enquired the use of the health crisis as an opportunity to upgrade borders, strengthen 
migration regulation and weaken the protection of human rights. 

In line with the first expert, Francisco Javier Moreno Fuentes from the Instituto de Políticas 
y Bienes Públicos, Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas (IPP-CSIC) in Madrid, 
provided an account of an increase in the stigmatisation of the immigrant population as-
sociated with the spread of the disease. But, in addition, the researcher showed how the 
migrant population in Europe has suffered from the economic consequences and encoun-
tered difficulties in accessing relief programmes. Along these lines, the bi-regional dia-
logue helped analysing the situation experienced by migrant populations in the European 
Union and Latin America and the Caribbean, and to emphasising the need for reconstruc-
tion and recovery policies that incorporate immigrant populations and which put a halt to 
exclusionary discourses.

Link to recorded session:                     
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7YRDT-
fVYo8w&t=59s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7YRDTfVYo8w&t=59s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7YRDTfVYo8w&t=59s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7YRDTfVYo8w&t=59s
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B. SPEAKERS

Abbdel Camargo is a CONACYT Professor at The College of 
the Southern Frontier (El Colegio de la Frontera Sur, ECOS-
UR), Tapachula Unit, Chiapas, Mexico. He collaborates with 
the Migration and Cross-Border Processes Study Group. He 
holds a PhD in Anthropology from the National Autonomous 
University of Mexico (UNAM), a Masters in Regional Devel-
opment from The College of the Northern Frontier (El Colegio 
de la Frontera Norte, COLEF), and a specialisation in Public 
Policy. He studied Anthropology at the National School of An-
thropology and History (ENAH). He has been an Associate 

Researcher at COLEF where he specialised in border studies. He has been a consultant 
specialising in migration issues in various public and private, national, and foreign organi-
sations. He has taught at public and private universities. He was coordinator of the Studies 
and Research Area of the Institute for Migration Studies and Dissemination (INEDIM). 
He is a member of the “Collective You Are Us” (Colectivo Ustedes Somos Nosotros) and 
of international networks addressing migration and asylum issues. Producer of the visual 
documentary “Migrant and Refugee Kids, Urchins, and Little Buggers in Mexico”; and 
collaborator of a documentary that belongs to UNESCO's indigenous film collection. He is 
a member of the Advisory Council of the Fray Matías de Córdoba Human Rights Centre 
in Tapachula, Chiapas. He is a member of the National System of Researchers. He has 
obtained a post-doctorate certificate at the National Autonomous University of Mexico 
(UNAM). His interests are border studies, ethnic processes, the memory of migration and 
bodily processes.

Francisco Javier Moreno Fuentes is Senior Researcher at the 
Institute of Public Goods and Policies of the Spanish Nation-
al Research Council (IPP-CSIC). BA in Sociology from Com-
plutense University, Master in Social Sciences from the Juan 
March Institute, MSc in Social Policy from LSE, and PhD in 
Political Science from Autonomous University of Madrid. 
Between July 2018 and September 2019, he was Deputy Di-
rector of the Spanish High Commissioner against Childhood 
Poverty. He has been a member of the European Social Policy 
Network (ESPN) of independent experts on social protection 

and inclusion of the Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion of 
the European Commission between 2014 and 2018, and again ever since January 2020. 
He held visiting positions at international institutions (Harvard, Sciences-Po Paris), and 
taught at both graduate and undergraduate levels (University of Barcelona, CEPEL-Uni-
versity of Montpellier, Pompeu Fabra University). He is the author or co-author of 9 books, 
14 articles in Scopus journals, 22 articles in other peer-reviewed journals, and 36 chapters 
in edited books related to his areas of specialisation. His main areas of interest are the com-
parative analysis of public policies, with a special focus on immigration, welfare regimes, 
healthcare, gender, and urban policies.
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C. LECTURES

ABBDEL CAMARGO: PANDEMIC BORDER GOVERNANCE: ANALYSIS 
AND FORECASTS OF THE AFTERMATH OF THE PANDEMIC PERIOD ON 
MIGRATIONS AND (IN)MOBILITIES IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CA-
RIBBEAN

The year 2020 has implied profound transformations in the essential aspects of the private 
and social lives of people around the world because of the Covid-19 pandemic. In terms of 
human mobility, it is already possible to start featuring the impacts in the different fields of 
the processes experienced by these people in the various regions where population move-
ments are taking place. In general terms, we can state that this is a time where social control 
and the limitations imposed on human mobility have been exacerbated, where there is a 
reconfiguration of the meaning of borders and where there is a tendency to normalise the 
virtuality of social relations. 

In this context, the border once again plays a preponderant role as a mechanism for 
the ordering and hierarchisation of differences, as it enables the reaffirmation of the 
self-affirmation identity and the exacerbation of the different. The border allows for the 
hierarchical and stigmatised distribution of the freedom of movement of people world-
wide, based on national identifications and the narrative of the sovereignty of nations. 
We are witnessing the emergence of processes, technological developments, programmes, 
and governmental actions for the management of mobility in the world, where the border 
is configured as a regulatory and at the same time selective filter of population groups at 
a global level. This process is based on the classification and control of migratory flows, 
which allows for the creation of racial, cultural, and biosocial classifications. This last re-
source of the biosocial has been intensified in this pandemic time because migrants are 
placed as a threat and risk to be possible carriers of the virus, with bodies that already 
come sick and contaminated from their places of origin. Thus, it is assumed that evil comes 
– always – from the outside. The notion of – internal – purity is contrasted with the con-
taminating sense coming from the outside, which facilitates the development of policies of 
control, rejection, or expulsion of these populations. Hence, it is necessary to pay attention 
to the notion of risk and threat as a discourse and practice of global governance through 
the notion of health risk.  

In the current context, a border order appears adding, to its dominant narrative, the notions 
of health and disease, of contamination and purity, placed in the world by the SARS-COV2 
(Covid-19) pandemic. This hierarchises the differences in terms of culture, race, health, 
phenotype, and national origin. Evil comes from elsewhere, from outside. As Margulis 
said: "The foreigner comes to shed light on our darkest side". 

This division and fragmentation of the world shape a fragmented ideology towards cul-
tures and peoples on the move: xenophobic sentiments according to which the migrant 
represents the threat, or the myth that the countries of the Global North are being overrun 
by hordes of migrants, criminals, and rapists, exacerbates the conditions in which these 
people make their journey. At a political rally, President Trump pointed out that: "every-
thing bad comes from outside and attacks the order and purity that we have inside". To 
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curb this "threat" several exception mechanisms addressing migrant populations were 
established in the United States of America: formal as well as informal detention camps 
were created; temporary stays were expanded, and immigration review processes were 
increased. In so doing, schemes of detention and control of populations were established 
which humiliate the other based on the diffusion of fear and of a global governance of 
mobility that is at the same time "restricted" and selective.

The pandemic is exacerbating this whole ideological body of segregation and rejection, 
and we have entered into a phase we could call "a time of frontiers", as we are moving 
from  dynamics of mobility and transit of people to the (in)mobility and control of pop-
ulations. This time is established as a process of movement management under the claim 
of defence and control. There are vast geographical territories in the region which can be 
reached, but from which one cannot leave or move. Thus, those processes are sustained in 
the constraining of populations.  

Thus, we move from the concept of a rigid border, as a determinant of the sovereignty 
of States, to "borderisation" processes, where the spaces bordering international dividing 
lines are moving and replicating themselves in different ways within countries and their 
regional derivations.

In this context, when we refer to the "migrant" person, we enter a field that points to the 
foreignness, and, therefore, to the delimitation of belonging sustained in nationalism and 
the construction of the State. It is an exercise of re-presentation. Representing the other, the 
someone, implies a power relationship; it also implies an ordering of the world, since rep-
resenting implies locating the "other", giving them meaning, shaping them, making them, 
creating their existence. The rhetorical idea of the migrant as an invader is used to create 
narratives of fear and risk which are then disseminated through social networks, political 
discourses, and the media. In this sense, it is not the migrant who locates himself or herself, 
but the one who is being located. It is not the migrant who has the capacity to speak, be-
cause even with the greatest effort, he or she will not be heard. That is why, in this context, 
the issue of representation is a question of the ostentation of power. 

Representations of the other, the different, the alien, the exotic, the backward, the day la-
bourer, the migrant; - all recyclable and disposable beings. Representations of migrants 
differentiated by contingents: women, families, unaccompanied minors, - all located as 
facilitators of various humanitarian crises. 

One argument is that the conditions that mediate social relations between insiders and 
outsiders, those who are and those who are not, are also based on the creation of a series 
of discursive and practical mechanisms that give substance to a narrative and a political 
ordering that revolves around a regime that, in the field of migration, has fostered a logic 
based on the notion of "expulsion" (Sassen, 2014). Subjective expulsion from concrete fields 
of the ordering of the world, and practical expulsion from the territories and spaces where 
the formulation of life takes place. Expulsions where individuals, peoples, dynamics, and 
traditions are relegated both from concrete spaces and from the socio-economic order 
pre-established by an increasingly extreme system of accumulation based on extractivism 
and in a sense oriented towards the disciplining of both nature and labour.



53

In the end, it is about an ordering scheme of the territories where migration is induced 
through expropriation, circularity, rotation, racialisation, and the irregular character of the 
presence of people in other places, which allows understanding the creation of a discursive 
and practical device that foments what we can call as the cultural construction of rejection 
as part of the functioning of the core representation of the perception about the migrant. 

The creation of the migratory corridor in the region composed between Central and 
North America required a regional differentiation and between countries, first in a geo-
graphical and at the same time economic sense, where the region was ordered between 
northern and southern countries, between developed and underdeveloped, but also in 
an ideological sense, between progress and backwardness, between civilization and 
barbarism. To "escalate" the countries of the South have had to carry out local readjust-
ments in their internal economy (i.e., neoliberal restructuring), where the promotion of 
commercial treaties, the refinancing of local debts, the intensification of regional integra-
tion mechanisms, the strengthening of local oligarchies, and the grafting of groups that ex-
ercise complex forms of violence on the territories have had an outstanding weight, result-
ing in migratory dynamics articulated in the form of subsystems that are linked through 
supply and demand, developmentalist discourses and regional integration.

Even international organisations contribute to this discourse when pointing out the need 
to incorporate peripheral communities through temporary subcontracting systems (con-
tract farming), joint ventures, business links between agribusiness chains, cooperatives of 
small producers, and temporary work programmes promoted in the region. These are the 
old schemes of industrial development that are aligned with the needs of capital repro-
duction, using the argument of offering advantages for the construction of infrastructure, 
technology transfer, innovation stimulation, increased productivity, job creation, local de-
velopment dynamism and growth stimulation. All of this complements the representation 
narrative of the migrant that is currently delivered to us. 

In this scheme, the labour force of the supplying countries has been subjected to systems 
of forced mobility due to the installation of extractive industries in their territories, the 
lack of productive opportunities and the presence of organised crime groups, being en-
gulfed under forced labour schemes such as mita, peonage, encomienda, modern slavery, 
and a growing sense of uprooting (Sassen, 1993). Those expulsions are not spontaneous, 
but rather produced through a series of normative instruments, overlapping institutional 
mechanisms and a narrative that focuses on justifying these instruments through devel-
opmentalist notions focused on "bringing" progress to the people, economic modernity, 
and democratic values. At the bottom, what is hidden is the correlate of colonial positions, 
rooted in racism, nativism, and the notion of illegality. 

This time invites us to establish an ideological framework that allows for the creation of a 
"migration factory", that is, a complex of institutional capital, based on predatory policies 
of various resources - including human resources -, which promote mobility and uprooting 
and that, for at least two decades, has generated a set of practices and discourses that have 
generated logics of expulsion through deportation, criminalisation and racism by racial-
ising certain types of specific profiles of migrants. This "migration factory" has become 
dynamic in the existing labour systems of population mobility, where territories, resources 
and bodies are exploited through the scheme of economic rationality. 
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Thus, racism, and more specifically its practical derivation through racialism, constitutes 
one of the pillars of the geoculture of the current world system. For when it comes to ratio-
nalising colonial plundering and political inequality, the dominant group, that is, the pri-
mordial group, the native, "those who were already there", invent myths and stereotypes 
that ideologically camouflage oppression and exploitation. This is how liberal and multi-
cultural states like the US and Canada respectively, which are enlightened and progressive 
(more the latter than the former) had to justify the overt contradiction of the institution of 
African slavery, the extermination of Native American populations, or the indiscriminate 
exploitation of lands and cultures that expansionism, imperialism, and globalisation have 
remarkably generated. 

Thus, more than racism, racial prejudice is inseparable from the slave trade of the sixteenth 
and even the nineteenth century, but it is also inseparable from the implementation of 
today's temporary work programs, or the violent and disqualifying discourses of the su-
premacists who formulate laws, dominate the technological media, or govern countries.  
They are the ones who generate discourses, fix ideas, and establish narratives about the 
other, based on the darkness of contempt, fear, or hatred. They operate as articulators of 
value judgments and stereotypes by pointing out: 

 � Migrants who do not integrate, 
 � Migrants abusing of public goods,
 � Violent migrants, who steal and kill,
 � Undesirable migrants...which describes the great liberal contradiction in migration: We 

asked for workers, and we got people. 

Therefore, the issue of representation is a political issue. 

Thus, the pandemic governance of borders has exacerbated nationalism by conveying the 
idea that the risk and the disease come from abroad; it also establishes an ideology of con-
trol and rejection of certain population profiles for health reasons, which has normalised 
the quasi forced lockdown in certain countries with the implementation of curfews in sev-
eral countries and cities; border controls have been tightened, with immediate or partial 
closures; the processes initiated to regulate migration and the international asylum and 
refugee system have been cancelled or halted; detentions and deportations of popula-
tions have increased; systems for the protection of human rights and care for people in 
transit, such as shelters or solidarity organisations, have been weakened.

This exercise aims to account for this new reality in the mobility systems in the region to 
make a first balance and analysis of the effects that governmental processes and actions 
have had on migration and population (in)mobilities in the region from a global pandemic, 
which has shown the fractures that we still suffer as a global society. 
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FRANCISCO JAVIER MORENO-FUENTES: IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE 
IMMIGRANT POPULATION IN EUROPE AND FUTURE PROSPECTS FOR 
THE POST-PANDEMIC PERIOD

Introduction 

The representation of migrants as "vectors of disease" is one of the most recurrent stereo-
types linked to the phenomenon of migration. During the current pandemic caused by 
Covid-19, there is no shortage of examples of narratives that, without supporting evidence, 
have attempted to establish a relation between immigration and this virus. While reference 
to a person's "country of origin" is not indicative of an association between immigration 
and the spread of the disease per se, what such information does reveal is the greater vul-
nerability of immigrants to the direct and indirect effects of Covid-19. In the following pag-
es, we review these factors, as well as the main measures adopted in terms of immigration 
and health care by different European countries to address them, concluding with some 
brief reflections on the Spanish case.

Determinants of health and immigration in a pandemic context  

The ability to adopt preventive behaviours against the virus, to receive adequate health 
care and to cope with the economic, social, and psychological impacts of the pandemic 
can be directly affected by various socio-economic, cultural, and institutional factors, the 
so-called "social determinants of health" (Marmot, 2005). Although some of these factors 
may be shared by the indigenous population, the specific vulnerability patterns of immi-
grants are located at the intersections of class, ethnicity, and legal status (Ingleby, 2012). 
The specialised literature has widely credited the harmful effects of situations of economic 
exclusion on the health status of populations, as well as on the increasing risk of future 
premature mortality (Lynch and Smith, 2005). In this sense, the precarious living condi-
tions suffered in many households of immigrant origin are manifested in higher rates 
of morbidity among these groups, a situation undoubtedly aggravated by the barriers to 
access to health services that they often face (Nazroo, 2003).

While these factors go a long way towards explaining the differences - and inequalities - in 
the health status of different population groups, in the context of the current crisis caused 
by Covid-19, these aspects have proven to be particularly critical (Guadagno, 2020). These 
groups tend to live in more overcrowded households, where it is extremely difficult to 
respect the social distance and other basic prevention practices such as self-isolation in case 
of illness. Furthermore, many of these groups face linguistic and cultural barriers con-
cerning their host societies, as well as limited knowledge of the receiving context, which 
can result in insufficient access to health care, especially preventive care. Finally, migrants, 
especially those in an irregular situation or on short-term visas, do not enjoy the same 
rights of access to public health care as locals, while private health insurance often does 
not cover health problems resulting from an epidemic.
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Immigration, Health and Covid-19 in Europe: A Brief Overview 

Since the onset of the spread of Covid-19 in the early months of 2020, the importance of 
protecting the health of migrants has been widely recognised. Ensuring that all migrants, 
regardless of their administrative status in the society in which they reside, have access 
to health care has been identified as a necessary condition for an effective response to the 
pandemic (Orcutt et al, 2020). In this regard, several international bodies such as the WHO 
Regional Office for Europe or the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 
(ECDC) have issued a series of recommendations for governments to respond rapidly and 
effectively to the specific needs of the immigrant population in the face of the disease and 
its consequences (WHO, 2020; ECDC, 2020), stressing the need to: 

 � ensure access for all migrants to national measures for prevention, diagnosis and con-
tainment of the virus; 

 � ensure that national strategies and plans for prevention, diagnosis and control of infec-
tion pay specific attention to the needs of migrants;  

 � provide for specific measures to reach the most vulnerable and marginalised groups of 
the population.

 
Unfortunately, the sources available to date limit the scope of the analysis of measures taken 
in the field of immigration and health care in different European countries. While there are 
databases dedicated to strategies developed to cope with Covid-19 in general, and in certain 
policy areas in particular (e.g. in the elderly care sector, because of the large impact of SARS-
COV-19 on this segment of the population), to date we do not have a systematic compilation 
of interventions specifically concerned with managing the nexus between immigrant pop-
ulations and health systems in European countries as a whole in the context generated by 
the pandemic. This section, therefore, offers, by way of illustration of the initiatives designed 
and implemented for this purpose, a necessarily synthetic and limited overview of certain 
measures adopted for some countries.29

On the one hand, different European countries have adopted specific measures to reduce 
the impact of the restrictions on mobility caused by Covid-19, intervening mainly on the 
criteria that define the administrative status of immigrants. Among them, we can include 
extensions of residence permits for foreigners in a regular situation (adopted for example 
in France, Portugal and, as will be seen later, also in Spain) or, to a lesser extent, "regular-
isations" of immigrants in an irregular situation (Italy) or groups pending regularisation/
verification of their application for international protection (Portugal).

On the other hand, less attention has been paid to the adoption of health measures to 
reduce the vulnerabilities of immigrant groups to Covid-19. The prevention and contin-
gency plans adopted generally refer to “vulnerable people”, without identifying measures 
specifically targeting different immigrant groups and their specific vulnerabilities. Where 
these do exist, they are mainly indications regarding measures to be taken in foreigners' 
centres - be they reception or internment centres - and, to a lesser extent, the dissemination 
of information in different languages.

29 Reports on Germany, France, Greece, Italy, Portugal, and the United Kingdom, available in: Lancet Migration, 
Situational and policy briefs: Covid-19 and migration. Retrieved from https://www.migrationandhealth.org/
migration-covid19-briefs.
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An example of a proactive response to the issue of the vulnerability of the immigrant popu-
lation to Covid-19 is clearly represented by the case of Portugal. In that country, the author-
ities did not limit themselves to developing a communication strategy to bring basic pre-
ventive information to populations of immigrant origin. They also addressed the issue 
of formal and informal barriers to accessing to the public health system for those groups in 
the most precarious administrative situation, issuing precise instructions to health insti-
tutions to avoid any form of limitation of access to health care. Similarly, they launched 
joint work initiatives with civil society organizations to ensure their collaboration in the 
application of epidemiological preventive measures, the monitoring of cases of conta-
gion and treatment among populations of immigrant origin.

Spain has been one of the European countries most severely affected by the SARS-COV-2 
virus. Beyond the methodological differences between countries when reporting the im-
pact of the pandemic, Spain has shown significantly high figures, both in terms of the num-
ber of infections and deaths. As in the rest of the countries, deaths related to Covid-19 in 
Spain have been largely concentrated in the elderly, mainly due to the special vulnerability 
of this group in which immunity problems, chronic and degenerative diseases, comorbid-
ities, and high levels of dependence are common. 

Given the demographic composition of the immigrant populations residing in Spain (among 
whom people over 65 years of age constitute a significantly lower proportion than among 
the native population), it is not foreseeable to find an overrepresentation of foreigners among 
the deceased. However, among the infected population, and given the higher concentration 
of infections among the population with lower income levels, it is not risky to hypotesise 
that immigrant populations are being affected by the pandemic with particular intensity. To 
date, there are no disaggregated data on this issue for the country as a whole; however, in 
early October 2020, the Directorate General of Public Health of the Community of Madrid 
announced that 36.8% of those infected in this region since the beginning of the pandemic 
were born outside Spain.30 The existing patterns of residential segregation in Madrid, where-
by lower-income populations are concentrated in the southern districts of the city, have led 
to a significantly higher incidence of the disease in these areas, which are logically the same 
areas where a large part of the population of immigrant origin is concentrated.

The outbreaks that have affected agricultural workers in various Spanish regions since 
the summer of 2020 have often been linked to the living and working conditions among 
the most vulnerable groups of seasonal workers, the vast majority of whom are of immi-
grant origin and in a precarious administrative situation. The existence of niches of infor-
mal work, linked to the harvesting campaigns of various crops throughout Spain (for exam-
ple, in Murcia, Aragon, Catalonia, Andalusia, Castilla-La Mancha, Navarra and La Rioja), 
has acted as a vector for the spread of the virus through the mobility of seasonal workers in 
search of wages. The extremely precarious conditions in which these groups survive in the 
towns where they arrive looking for work, facilitate contagion and make it difficult to treat 
the disease and prevent its spread, as it is extremely difficult to apply quarantines and carry 
out adequate contact tracing in a population that is, by definition, extremely mobile.

30 Community of Madrid. Informe epidemiológico vigilancia de Covid-19, semana 40. Retrieved from https://
www.comunidad.madrid/sites/default/files/doc/sanidad/epid/informe_epidemiologico_semanal_covid.pdf.
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Regarding people in an irregular administrative situation, and despite multiple requests 
for intervention in this area by different actors such as "Yo Sí Sanidad Universal", Médicos 
del Mundo or the Spanish Commission for Refugee Aid CEAR, at the end of September 
2020, the Congress rejected the law Proposición No de Ley (PNL) presented by the recently 
created movement "Regularización Ya", through which it requested - among other mea-
sures - the regularisation of people in a precarious administrative situation in the country. 
In explaining its position on this PNL, the Spanish Socialist Workers Party - PSOE invoked 
the impossibility of adopting such a measure due to the limits defined by Spanish legisla-
tion itself, which prohibits the implementation of generalised regularisations, while other 
parties opposed to a measure of this nature (essentially People’s Party - PP and VOX) 
justified their positions by invoking the alleged "pull effect" that, according to them, the 
adoption of such a measure would imply. 

Final Considerations  

A brief review of the situation of the immigrant population concerning the Covid-19 crisis 
in different European countries, and specifically in Spain, allows us to conclude that not 
enough consideration has been given to this group by the health authorities. Little has been 
done to reduce the vulnerabilities of immigrant groups to Covid-19 and to eliminate the 
institutional, organisational, and administrative barriers that hinder access to measures 
for prevention, diagnosis, and containment of the virus in the context of a health crisis. In 
some countries, migrants have been recognised as essential in responding to the pandemic 
by ensuring the production and provision of basic goods and services in the agricultural, 
public transport, logistics and cleaning sectors, as well as in the social and health sectors. 
Instead of reacting by reinforcing the dynamics of border closures, the centrality of these 
groups should be recognised: if not from a human rights perspective, then, at least, from a 
utilitarian and public health perspective.
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6. Session 6 (9 September 2021): 
SUSTAINABLE RECOVERY 
OF PUBLIC HEALTH SYSTEMS 

A. INTRODUCTION
 
The analysis generated through the previous lectures has allowed us to observe structural 
economic, social, educational and cultural challenges, as well as discourses on "the other" 
that affect border governance and policies towards migrant populations in both regions, 
but also the opportunities that exist, for example, in implementing curricular innovations 
in education, socio-technical solutions in cities, and strategies integrating gender equity, 
to move towards a comprehensive recovery that strengthens our societies and our ecosys-
tems. However, this series would not have been complete without a specific look at public 
health systems, on which an immense burden of this pandemic has fallen.

Therefore, for this final session, we have invited two speakers who specialise in this area: 
Paula Caffarena, Director of the Research and Documentation Centre (CIDOC) of the Fac-
ulty of Humanities and Communications at the Finis Terrae University in Santiago de 
Chile, offered a historical contextualisation of pandemics. Her analysis identified how dis-
eases were understood and fought against in past societies, giving clues for our present 
and future.

On her part, Sabrina Montante, Senior Advisor at the Istituto Superiore di Sanità (ISS) in 
Italy, provided a perspective focused on the European Union. In particular, she shared the 
experiences and lessons learned from TO REACH, a project funded by the European Com-
mission (2016-2021) and aimed at establishing a joint European research and innovation 
programme on health services and systems. 

Link to recorded session:                     
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t8xLttN-
cRms 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t8xLttNcRms  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t8xLttNcRms 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t8xLttNcRms 
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B. SPEAKERS

Paula Caffarena Barcenilla has a PhD in History from the 
Pontifical Catholic University of Chile. Her research has fo-
cused on the history of public health in Chile, specialising 
in the relationship between state, health and society and the 
study of epidemics. She is the author of “Viruela y Vacuna, 
Difusión y circulación de una práctica médica (Universitar-
ia, 2016)”. She has published academic articles on the histo-
ry of health and on the period of independence in Chile and 
Latin America. She has taught History of Chile and Ameri-
ca during the 19th century as well as Research Seminars at 

the Finis Terrae University. She is currently a researcher and director of CIDOC, as well 
as a lecturer at the School of History at the Finis Terrae University.

C. LECTURES

PAULA CAFFARENA: EPIDEMICS AND PUBLIC HEALTH FROM A HIS-
TORICAL PERSPECTIVE

The Covid-19 pandemic has sparked a new interest in the history of health. The application 
of emergency procedures, such as quarantines and health cordons to slow their advances, 
reminds us that contagion and isolation measures have a long history. Beyond the changes 
and advances in the field of medicine, the reduction of mobility and contact between peo-
ple has always been necessary to prevent the spread of any infection. In this sense, review-
ing the history of epidemics allows us to offer a contextualized narrative of them, which 
will ultimately allow us to establish a relationship between our present and our past. 

We speak of an epidemic when a disease attacks many people in the same place and at 
the same time. They have accompanied humanity since time immemorial, and the traces 
and records they have left behind have allowed us to establish analyses on how diseases 
have affected the population.    

Sabrina Montante is a senior EU policy advisor at Istituto Su-
periore di Sanità (ISS) since 2016. She is a member of the co-
ordinating team of the EU project TO REACH. Since January 
2014, she has been Head of EU Affairs and a Lecturer in EU 
Health Policy and Programmes at Università Cattolica del 
Sacro Cuore. Sabrina Montante has over ten years of public 
policy, multilevel governance, and management experience in 
the health sector. She has worked with international and EU 
organisations, research entities, national and regional offices so 
far. Sabrina earned a Master of Laws degree from University 

of Bologna and a Project Management Graduate certificate from Boston University. She is 
currently studying Public Health at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine.
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From the eighteenth century until the mid-twentieth century, the records of epidemics such 
as smallpox, cholera, poliomyelitis, scarlet fever, and influenza increased notoriously. Be-
yond the biological causes that explain the development of these epidemics, looking at 
the phenomenon from a historical perspective leads us to inquire: What factors influenced 
the arrival of these epidemics? What strategies were used to face the crises caused by the 
arrival of an epidemic? What sanitary measures were implemented? And what does this 
tell us about how diseases were understood and the main obstacles that past societies ex-
perienced? 

Taken as a whole, each of these diseases that had an epidemic character shows us those 
factors that influenced its spread. Smallpox, now eradicated, was a viral disease whose 
lethality fluctuated between 20% and 30%. Its spread was intensified by the conquest of 
new territories since the 16th century and by the strong expansion of trade routes during 
the 18th century. Scarlet fever, a bacterial disease whose lethality fluctuated between 15% 
and 25%, saw its incidence increased with the intensification of urbanisation processes in 
the 19th century, which, in most cases, lacked minimum hygienic conditions. Cholera, on 
the other hand, was known as the disease of poverty and was responsible for some urban 
centres losing up to 5% of their population. Polio, whose epidemic nature began to mani-
fest itself in the late nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century, wreaked 
serious havoc on the child population.  

Finally, influenza, whose lethality in 1918 fluctuated between 10% and 20%, not only be-
came a historical landmark because of the lives it ended, ranging between 45 and 100 mil-
lion people, but also because its "footprint that profoundly disrupted parts of the knowl-
edge acquired by all modern medicine that in the nineteenth century symbolised the ideal 
of scientific and social progress, and whose advances were really effective in combating 
historical epidemics. The pandemic of 1918 threw that epic image to the ground and con-
tributed to increasing the sense of crisis that settled in the heart of many Western societies 
after the Great War”.31

So how did past societies deal with epidemics? Throughout history, a series of medical 
treatments were put in place to deal with the diseases. Far from being paralysed in the 
face of its onslaught, past societies made use of available medical knowledge and pro-
posed the use of medicines, bloodletting, isolation measures, and other medical tech-
niques to slow the advance of a disease. Among these, (in the period before the spread of 
the germ theory), hygienism and vaccination took centre stage, as they were preventive 
measures promoted by the state.

Hygienism as a medical paradigm began to take shape in the late eighteenth century, and 
during the nineteenth century, it became "a method of health and social intervention that 
sought to understand and control the environmental, social and moral factors associated 
with public health problems, generated from the processes of industrialisation and urban-
isation of European societies”.32 Based on the above, the physicians of the time began to 
establish an understanding that narrowed the link between urbanisation and the advent 

31 López, M., & Beltrán, M. (2013). Chile entre pandemias: la influenza de 1918, globalización y la nueva medicina. 
Revista chilena de infectología, 30(2), 206-215.
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of certain epidemics. Such was the case of Dr Guillermo Blest, who alluded to the above 
by differentiating urban and rural life: "Narrow streets do not deprive him of breathing 
freely the atmospheric air: nor do detain waters disturb with their noxious and pestiferous 
vapours the calm and pure course of his blood. Such are the delights of the countryside; 
such are the causes that give health and long life to its inhabitants”.33

In the same way, Dr Blest could establish that, although many of the diseases that 
affected the population did not distinguish by social condition, "the poor suffer more 
diseases than those who can, with money, better protect their houses from the rigours 
of winter, without harming at the same time their healthiness”.34 In this way, hygienism 
was constituted both as support of theoretical ideas that allowed to explain the origin 
of certain diseases, as well as the basis for the design and implementation of measures 
to control them.

Also, during the 19th century, vaccination played an important role in the design of 
preventive measures to deal with smallpox. Since it was the only vaccine available at 
that time, the efforts of the health authorities focused on its dissemination. In addition, 
it is important to note that since vaccination began to be used to combat smallpox, 
there was awareness of the need for it to be universal. This was stated by Jean Moreau 
de la Sarthe, who, a few years after the start of the process of dissemination of the vac-
cine, pointed out that "the only means we have in our hands to annihilate this disease 
is vaccination, which, if made universal, would be equivalent to the total eradication 
of smallpox”.35 

Conclusions

What does the history of health tell us about epidemics and how to deal with them? A his-
torical look at the epidemics that affected the population between the 18th century and the 
first years of the 20th century shows us that there were three key factors in the spread of 
epidemics: the intensification of trade routes, the consequent increase in the mobility of 
people, and the increase in urbanisation processes, which, in most cases, occurred when 
there was still no adequate urban infrastructure in place to offer the hygienic standards 
that were considered the minimum to prevent the spread of diseases. From this point of 
view, what can the history of health tell us about the Covid-19 crisis and the paths to a 
sustainable recovery?

First, the history of health reminds us that every epidemic occurs in a certain context and 
the weight of that context is key both to understand the origin of the disease and the pos-
sibilities available to face it. From this perspective, in a pandemic like the one we are expe-
riencing today, it could be relevant to consider that many epidemics coexist, depending on 
the circumstances and local effects that the disease has in each place. Along with the above, 

32. Martin, J. (2015). El higienismo y la noción de contagio. El caso de la sífilis en los Anales de la Universidad de 
Chile. Intus Legere Historia, 9(1), 69-86.

33 Blest, G. (1828). Ensayo sobre las causas más comunes y activas de las enfermedades que se padecen en Santiago de 
Chile con indicaciones de los mejores medios para evitar su destructora influencia. Santiago: Imprenta de R. Rengifo.

34 Ibid.
35 Moreau de la Sarthe, J. (1801). Traité historique et pratique de la vaccine, qui contient le précis et les résultats des 

observations et des expériences sur la vaccine. Paris: Bernard.
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the history of health makes us aware of the importance of multidimensional analysis. 
There is an important historiographic current, the cultural history of illness, which reminds 
us that illness is much more than a biological fact caused by a virus or bacteria, it is also a 
cultural fact and, as such, loaded with meaning, with the interpretations given to it by the 
society in which it occurs.

36 See programme webpage: https://to-reach.eu/

 

SABRINA MONTANTE: THE PROJECT TO REACH AND ITS WORK TO-
WARDS A PARTNERSHIP ON TRANSFORMING HEALTH AND CARE SYS-
TEMS

While stress on health and care systems has increased dramatically across Europe and in 
the world with the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, the current crisis has also high-
lighted pre-existing challenges in Europe like the need to rethink and redesign services in 
an effort to introduce innovation at all levels. European health systems shared conditions 
like the support to medical and technological innovation and the legal, financial, policy, 
and scientific context. These common challenges and context could – ideally – provide the 
potential for shared learning, but we still need to better understand how a service and 
policy innovation in one setting can succeed elsewhere.  

The Covid-19 emergency has clearly demonstrated the complexity and interconnected-
ness of our health and care systems and shown how difficult it is to introduce change 
- and then adequately manage it - in such a rapidly evolving environment. This is the 
departure point of TO REACH.36 This journey started in 2013 with the article “Health sys-
tems and policy research in Europe: Horizon 2020” published in The Lancet showing the 
still little space given to research and in health systems and services – compared to the 
Biomedical Research - and the need to change that. Especially because Health (& Services) 
Systems Research is a multidisciplinary field of Health Research needed to better “trans-
late” biomedical innovation to the end-users: the citizens. The European Commission and 
the Member States became aware of this reality and decided to include specific actions in 
the Horizon Programme to tackle this issue. 

TO REACH was a Coordination and Support Action (CSA) project funded by the Europe-
an Commission in 2016 and ended in May 2021 which, already before the current crisis, 
had strongly contributed to the European debate on the need for more research and in-
novation actions across the EU and beyond supporting the complex transformations of 
health and care systems and the implementation of innovative solutions. In this regard, 
the overall aim of TO REACH was to do the groundwork to establish a joint European re-
search and innovation programme on health services and systems that could contribute to 
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their resilience, effectiveness, equity, accessibility, sustainability, and comprehensiveness. 
TO REACH created a real progress in this field, mobilising R&I funding actors, Ministries 
of Health, Public Health Institutions, and the Research and Innovation Community. 

The project just ended, but the relevant conceptual frameworks developed over the years 
are now supporting the work toward a future programme Partnership on Transforming 
Health and Care Systems. A future joint programme will be beneficial and contribute to-
wards  at least three ends:

 � A policy perspective, by helping decision-makers to take the right direction;
 � A funding perspective, to align limited resources and avoid duplication;
 � A scientific perspective can help the European Commission, Member States, and  re-

searchers to best incorporate this delivery element into transnational research designs.  

The TO REACH agenda for health services and system research was compounded by mainly 
two important parts. The focus was on (a) the need for identifying new solutions able to re-
spond to rising challenges and for (b) understanding and predicting whether such solutions 
can be implemented and transferred effectively in other settings.  

Regarding the outcomes of the mapping and consultations of the TO REACH project, 
it was found that the overarching priority is to transform the systems from disease-ori-
ented and patient-centred care to person– and population–centred care. This requires 
integration across all healthcare sectors and the integration across traditional boundaries 
(social care, occupation health, prevention). The implications for the development of ser-
vices would be as follows:

 � Long-term care needs to be developed to meet future needs.
 � Hospitals need to develop new roles, tasks, and organisational structures.
 � Integrated services require strong primary care.
 � Mental health care needs to be reinforced.

In line with this, the following areas were identified as instrumental: adequate human 
resources, a combination of skills, roles and tasks of healthcare professionals, adequate 
information and communication technology embedded in people-centred services, quality 
improvement and better ways of measuring it, and the implementation of better financing 
and good governance.

TO REACH learning is one of the European initiatives on which the upcoming Partnership 
on Transforming Health and Care Systems (THCS) is based. Other programmes such as 
the “AAL Programme”37 or the Joint Programming Initiative “More Years, Better Lives”38 
have also provided relevant experiences and outcomes key for the THCS. The common 
vision of THCS is to lay the ground to provide high-quality, fairly accessible, health-pro-
moting, and resilient health and care services at affordable prices to all European citizens 
in a way that is suitable for the public finances. This co-funded partnership is about to start 
in January 2023 with a 7-year duration and will aim at ensuring the transition towards 
innovative and high-quality people-centred health and care systems.

37 See programme webpage: http://www.aal-europe.eu/
38 See programme webpage: https://jp-demographic.eu/
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