
 
 

3 December 2016 

 

 

 

Support to the design of a regional 

exchange and training framework on 

safety nets in West Africa 

 

Part I: Regional synthesis report 

 

 

 

Anthony Hodges and Damien Mededji 



Regional Synthesis Report 

This assessment was carried out by Oxford Policy Management. The project manager was Stephanie 
Brockerhoff. The research team members were Anthony Hodges and Damien Mededji. For further information 
contact Stephanie Brockerhoff at stephanie.brockerhoff@opml.co.uk. 

Oxford Policy Management Limited 6 St Aldates Courtyard Tel  +44 (0) 1865 207300  

 38 St Aldates Fax +44 (0) 1865 207301 

 Oxford OX1 1BN Email admin@opml.co.uk 

Registered in England: 3122495 United Kingdom Website www.opml.co.uk  

 

 

 



Regional Synthesis Report 

2 9 March 2016 © Oxford Policy 

Management  
 

Executive summary 

Over the past decade in West Africa, there has been a surge of interest and experimentation in social 
safety nets, and in particular cash transfers, as a policy tool for poverty reduction and building 
resilience to shocks. However, although almost all countries in the sub-region now have some kind 
of cash transfer programme in place, many of these programmes are still quite small, and there is 
not yet a critical mass of expertise in the sub-region for their design and management. 

The study 

Against this background, the Regional Agency for Agriculture and Food (RAAF), a specialized 
agency of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), commissioned a study on 
the possible establishment of a regional mechanism to help develop the expertise needed to design 
and implement effective safety nets in the sub-region. The study mapped the existing social safety 
net programmes in West Africa, assessed the capacity building needs of national stakeholders and 
made proposals for a regional framework to meet these needs. 

The study team carried out country studies on Benin, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Mali, 
Niger, Nigeria and Senegal. Missions to each of them, except Mali where a desk study was carried 
out (due to security considerations), enabled the researchers to hold discussions with about 120 key 
actors in government ministries, departments and agencies, NGOs and development partners who 
are involved directly or indirectly with safety net programmes and social protection systems in these 
countries. Of those met, 109 completed a questionnaire on the needs for the development of 
expertise on safety nets, the existing/past access of safety net actors to training, communities of 
practice and study missions, and their views and preferences regarding the possible establishment 
and modalities of a regional training and exchange mechanism. 

This report presents the findings of the study. It is in two parts: a regional synthesis report (in Part I) 
and a compilation of the eight country reports (in Part II). 

The development of safety nets in West Africa 

In most West African countries, governments are becoming increasingly aware of the role that safety 
net programmes can play in reducing poverty, building social cohesion, strengthening vulnerable 
households’ resilience to shocks, and developing human capital. Most countries have adopted 
national social protection strategies or policies, including a strong safety net component, and action 
plans to implement them. These policy commitments are being carried over into national 
development plans and reinforced by the emphasis given to safety nets in the AGIR1 initiative. 
Although recent comprehensive financial data are lacking, there is also evidence from at least some 
countries that spending on safety nets is rising.  

New types of programmes have been emerging – long-term, regular and predictable cash transfers 
to extreme poor households, seasonal cash transfers to households vulnerable to food and 
nutritional insecurity, labour-intensive public works, ‘home-grown’ school feeding linked to local 
markets, health fee waivers and, on the contributory side of social protection, attempts to set up 
national health insurance schemes. 

The rise of national programmes providing regular and predictable cash transfers is one of the most 
striking developments, as these existed nowhere in the ECOWAS sub-region (apart from Cape 

                                                
1 The Global Alliance for Resilience – Sahel and West Africa. 
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Verde) before the late 2000s and have mostly been set up in the past five years. Most of these 
programmes are still small, in terms of their coverage of the extreme poor and most are still not yet 
national in scope, but restricted geographically to a few particularly poor regions or districts. 
However, in two cases, Senegal’s Programme National de Bourses de Sécurité Familiale (PNBSF) 
and Ghana’s Livelihood Empowerment Against Poverty programme (LEAP), the programmes are 
becoming much larger, reaching a substantial proportion of the extreme poor. Several others are 
beginning to scale up. 

The programmes are facing a range of challenges, including issues about appropriate targeting 
mechanisms (with several different methods being used), about whether or not to link transfers to 
behavioural conditions, about how to promote the self-reliance and ‘graduation’ of beneficiaries, 
about payments mechanisms, and about financing, among others. There is also growing interest in 
going beyond a narrow programme or project approach to build stronger, more coherent social 
protection systems, with shared mechanisms such as common targeting and single registries. But 
there is also considerable uncertainty about their robustness and long-term viability. And much 
needs to be done to harmonize the shock-based approaches of the resilience agenda with the 
methods being used by safety net programmes for long-term poverty reduction.   

Proposal for a regional mechanism to build expertise on safety nets 

The importance of these issues and the fact that experience in this field is so recent make it 
especially important to strengthen expertise on safety nets in the sub-region.  

There have been some limited opportunities to develop knowledge and skills on safety nets through 
short-term courses and study tours, as well as communities of practice. But to date the short-term 
training courses have been provided on an ad hoc basis within countries, or are difficult and 
expensive to access at the global level, and/or have rarely gone beyond the most elementary level. 
There is as yet no structured, training programme, offering both general and more advanced 
technical courses, to build up expertise in a systematic way in the sub-region. Furthermore, the 
existing communities of practice have been limited to specific types of safety net programmes or 
methods, and their corresponding actors, limiting dialogue and learning across the safety net (or 
social protection) community as a whole.  

For all these reasons, as well as concern about the sustainability of existing donor-sponsored 
initiatives and a desire to ensure stronger ownership by national governments, all the national actors 
met in the course of this study strongly supported the idea of an ECOWAS regional initiative 
strengthen expertise on safety nets across West Africa.  

They overwhelmingly endorsed three complementary components: (i) a community of practice, (ii) a 
programme of core and specialized short term training courses and (iii) to build up a higher-level 
cadre of expertise, a Masters programme. These components would preferably use a mix of online 
methods (webinars, distance learning, e-forums and online resource materials) and physical 
modalities (regional meetings and face-to-face course modules). 

This regional framework would focus on national level actors involved in the design, management, 
financing and coordination of safety net programmes, as well as those responsible for broader 
system development and policy-making. It is at this level that a regional initiative, providing 
economies of scale and opportunities for knowledge sharing across borders, would make most 
sense. 

If the proposal is approved in principle, the next step will be to undertake a feasibility study setting 
out a detailed design for the mechanism and its different components, along with organizational 
arrangements and a budget.  
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1 Introduction: background and nature of the study 

Experience of social safety nets as a policy tool for poverty reduction and resilience to shocks is still 
limited in West Africa, although policy interest in safety nets has been growing fast in the past few 
years and almost all countries now have some kind of safety net programme in place. Many of these 
programmes are still quite small, although some are expanding rapidly, and there is not yet a critical 
mass of expertise in the sub-region for their design and management. 

Against this background, the Regional Agency for Agriculture and Food (RAAF), a specialized 
agency of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), commissioned a study on 
the possible establishment of a regional training and exchange mechanism to help develop the 
expertise needed to design and implement effective safety nets in the sub-region. This report 
presents the findings of the study. 

The report is in two parts. Part I is the regional synthesis report. This includes background information 
on the study as a whole (Chapter 1), an overview of the development of safety nets in the ECOWAS 
sub-region (Chapter 2), an assessment of the needs and options for a regional training and exchange 
mechanism on safety nets (Chapter 3) and the conclusions and recommendations of the study 
(Chapter 4). Part II is a compilation of eight country reports produced as part of the study. 

1.1 The context 

Over the past decade there has been a surge of interest and experimentation in social safety nets 
in West Africa, as in the rest of Africa. By ‘safety nets’, we mean here social transfers, in cash or in 
kind, or what is also known as the ‘non-contributory’ branch of social protection. Safety net or social 
transfer programmes transfer resources (usually from the State or donors) to poor or vulnerable 
households or individuals, but may vary widely in their specific objectives, target groups, forms of 
assistance, extent of coverage and degree of adequacy.  

At the continental level, a key milestone was the African Union’s adoption of the Social Policy 
Framework for Africa, in Windhoek, Namibia, in October 2008, urging African countries to set up 
stronger social protection systems, including cash transfers, as part of their broader efforts to reduce 
poverty (AU 2008). Since then, social transfer programmes have expanded their coverage or have 
been set up for the first time in numerous African countries (Monchuk 2014). Transfers in the form 
of cash, giving beneficiaries maximum flexibility in the use of their additional resources, have 
attracted the most attention. 

This new trend in development policy, which has been driven both by national governments and by 
development partners, reflects the influence of similar programmes elsewhere in the developing 
world, particularly in Latin America, and the relevance of social transfers to the wide range of 
challenges faced by African countries themselves.  

First and foremost, there has been frustration at the slow pace of progress in reducing poverty, 
despite African countries’ relatively high growth rates since the early 2000s. This has led to growing 
support, at least in some countries, for explicitly redistributive measures to ensure that the fruits of 
growth reach the poor. Social transfers are redistributive in nature, transferring resources to poor 
households, if they are well targeted. By enabling poor households to increase their consumption, 
they reduce poverty directly. 

Second, social transfers have come to be seen not only as having positive short-term consumption 
effects, but also as a mechanism that contributes to economic growth and sustainable poverty 
reduction in the long term. Evidence from numerous countries, including in Africa, has shown that 
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social transfers to the poor enable beneficiaries to save, often for the first time, and to invest in 
improving their productivity, including in small-scale family farming in the rural areas, and that they 
have wider multiplier effects in poor communities. The FAO’s ‘from protection to production’ (PtoP) 
research programme has been documenting these effects across Africa.2  

Safety net programmes linked to a requirement for beneficiaries to participate in public works take 
the productive dimension a step further. Labour-intensive public works programmes have the dual 
aim of providing short-term income to the unemployed or under-employed poor and strengthening 
long-term productive capacity by investing in local infrastructure or environmental protection. 

Third, social transfers have emerged as a crucial mechanism for human capital development, which 
can help break the intergenerational cycle of poverty. This comes partly from their positive food and 
health effects on the nutritional status of young children, especially during the first ‘thousand days’ 
(from the womb to the 2nd birthday) that are so crucial for cognitive development and lifetime 
chances. In addition, transfers facilitate and promote access by the poor to basic social services, 
including education and health care. The human capital oriented transfers of Latin America, such as 
Brazil’s Bolsa Família programme, have been particularly influential in African countries, where low 
incomes and opportunity costs continue to limit enrolment and retention in school and access to 
health services, and where both chronic and acute malnutrition remain at stubbornly high levels. 

Fourth, social transfers have come to be seen as a way of building cohesion in countries with deep 
social fault lines. By reducing inequality and empowering the disadvantaged, transfers can help to 
ward off the risks of social and political conflict – or, in post-conflict countries, can contribute to post-
conflict reconciliation and recovery. Labour-intensive public works programmes are particularly 
favoured in this context, as a means of providing employment to ex-combatants and/or jobless, 
potentially disaffected youth. 

Finally, there has been a coming together of developmental and humanitarian perspectives around 
the role that safety net or social protection systems should play in countries that are highly vulnerable 
to natural disasters and every year face large food and nutritional deficits during the ‘hunger season’ 
before harvests. In particular, the major drought that ravaged countries across the Sahel in 2012 
spurred more determined efforts to find ways to build the resilience of households prone to recurring 
food and nutritional insecurity.  

The experience of the Productive Safety Net Programme in Ethiopia, which for more than a decade 
has been providing regular annual employment opportunities to millions of poor households in 
drought-prone regions of that country, has shown how it is possible to move beyond repeated but 
purely reactive short-term humanitarian assistance towards the building of social protection systems 
that strengthen households’ resilience to cope with shocks on a long term basis. Programmes aimed 
at building such long-term resilience can also incorporate mechanisms to scale up assistance in 
response to major short-term crises such as droughts. 

In June 2012, the European Union, ECOWAS, the West African Economic and Monetary Union 
(UEMOA) and the Permanent Interstate Committee for Drought Control in the Sahel (CILSS) 
launched the Global Alliance for Resilience (AGIR) in the Sahel and West Africa, in an attempt to go 
beyond emergency responses to address the root causes of the vulnerability of households to 
repeated food and nutritional crises. AGIR defines ‘resilience’ as ‘the capacity of vulnerable 
households, families, communities and systems to face uncertainty and the risk of shocks, to 
withstand and respond effectively to shocks, as well as to recover and adapt in a sustainable 

                                                
2 The PtoP project is a multi-country impact evaluation of cash transfers in sub-Saharan Africa. See Tirivayi et 
al, 2013, for an overview of the linkages between social protection and agriculture. 



Regional Synthesis Report 

10 9 March 2016 © Oxford Policy 

Management  
 

manner’. AGIR’s Regional Roadmap, adopted in 2013, has four strategic objectives, of which the 
first is to ‘improve social protection for the most vulnerable households and communities in order to 
secure their livelihoods’3 (ECOWAS, CILSS and UEMOA 2013). 

The AGIR approach builds on the commitment to develop safety nets already made by ECOWAS in 
its Regional Agricultural Investment Programme (RAIP), adopted in 2010 to support implementation 
of the ECOWAS Common Agricultural Policy (ECOWAP). Safety nets feature in the third of RAIP’s 
three objectives, namely that on reducing food vulnerability and promoting sustainable access to 
food.4 This included a component to support ‘innovative’ national social safety net initiatives.5  

A Regional Social Safety Net Support Programme was subsequently drafted (ECOWAS 2012), to 
flesh out this component of the RAIP. This gives priority to ‘preventive safety nets’, by which it means 
safety nets that aim to ‘protect and promote the livelihoods of the most vulnerable households’, as 
an alternative to the traditional reactive approaches to managing food crises. The programme’s 
overall objective is to ‘reduce food and nutritional insecurity and promote sustainable access to food 
within ECOWAS’. Its expected outcomes are twofold, focusing first on the capacity of member states 
to formulate, implement and assess preventive social safety nets ‘within their crisis prevention and 
management systems’ and, second, on the establishment of regional standards for the design and 
implementation of social safety net programmes and the testing of an incentive scheme to promote 
them.  

The first outcome, which is seen as a prerequisite for the second, envisages setting up a ‘network to 
pool experience and information on the regional level’ (Activity 1.1), the co-financing of innovative 
safety net programmes (Activity 1.2) and evaluations to capitalize on their experience (Activity 1.3), 
along with a ‘capacity building programme for state actors to design, steer, coordinate and implement 
social safety net programs and policies’ (Activity 1.4). The programme was adopted in October 2013 
and is managed by RAAF through its Secretariat in Lomé. 

One final comment is in order. The Regional Social Safety Net Support Programme has emerged 
from a specific perspective on safety nets. It is an important one, namely the role of safety nets or 
social transfers in strengthening the resilience of households that are vulnerable to food crises – and 
by extension to preventing malnutrition in young children and mothers. However, it appears not to 
appreciate fully the multiple objectives of safety nets, or of non-contributory social protection, and 
their impacts in a wide range of sectors and fields going beyond food security and nutrition. These 
include, for example, their potential role in the promotion of social cohesion, the reduction of 
inequality and peace-building, the promotion of human capital development through improved 
access to education and health services, the fight against HIV-AIDS, the reduction of child labour, 
the protection of the elderly and disabled, and many other areas of potential impact and interest.  

This is an important point for conceptual and practical reasons. The development of a stronger social 
safety net (or social protection) system needs to take into account these different, often 
complementary objectives and impacts and involve all the actors concerned in a wide range of 

                                                
3 The other three strategic objectives concern: i) the nutrition of children and women, ii) food and agricultural 
production, incomes and access to food, and iii) the governance of food and nutritional security. 

4 The first two objectives focus on the development of food and agricultural production and markets.  

5 It noted that ‘the region has very few references in terms of social safety nets’, although ‘different initiatives 
are already in progress and the regional program will encourage the countries to promote the use of these 
instruments’, and it was ‘essential to capitalize on these experiences to create knowledge and gradually refine 
and improve the social safety net policies and programs’. The Zero Hunger Strategy, approved on 27 
September 2012 by ECOWAS ministers in charge of agriculture and food security, also proposed the 
development of synergies between social protection and agriculture. 
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sectors. This is also true at the regional level, where the development of safety nets should be of 
interest to the ECOWAS Commission as a whole, including its Department of Humanitarian and 
Social Affairs, which, in a parallel initiative, is proposing to draft a Regional Social Protection 
Strategy. 

1.2 Objective of the study 

The present study is intended to assist RAAF to move towards implementation of the capacity 
building components of outcome 1 of the Regional Social Safety Net Support Programme. The study 
focuses on the idea of setting up a regional mechanism for training and exchange of knowledge, 
information and experience on safety nets in West Africa, as a way of strengthening expertise in this 
relatively new field in the countries of the sub-region.  

Specifically, the terms of reference indicate that the study should make an inventory of the existing 
social safety net programmes in West Africa, map the capacity building needs of national 
stakeholders in this field and make proposals for a regional strategy to meet these needs. In 
discussions with RAAF, it was agreed that the mapping of existing safety net programmes was 
essentially contextual, and not intended to duplicate existing studies on safety nets in the sub-
region.6 RAAF’s main interest is to assess the national actors’ capacity building needs and to explore 
with them the utility of setting up a regional mechanism to develop expertise for the design and 
management of safety net programmes.  

The present study is thus essentially a scoping study, to assess the utility and practicality of setting 
up a regional training and exchange mechanism on safety nets in the sub-region. It is not an 
operational plan for establishing and managing such a mechanism. That will come later, if the idea 
is well founded and a decision is taken to move on to practical preparations. RAAF anticipates that 
the present study will be presented and discussed at a regional workshop, to which the leading 
actors involved in safety net programmes in West Africa will be invited. The workshop is expected to 
make proposals on whether and how to move forward.  

1.3 How the study was conducted 

A team of two consultants from Oxford Policy Management (OPM) undertook the study on behalf of 
RAAF: Anthony Hodges and Damien Mededji. In accordance with the terms of reference, the OPM 
team visited about half the member states of ECOWAS to discuss the current state of safety net 
programmes, the needs for development of expertise on the design and management of these 
programmes, and the utility and possible modalities of a regional framework for training and 
knowledge exchange among safety nets practitioners in ECOWAS member-states. 

The eight countries selected for study missions were Benin, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, 
Mali, Niger, Nigeria and Senegal. Due to security considerations, the mission to Mali was replaced 
by a desk study, but all the other country missions took place between September 2015 and January 
2016. The team also visited briefly a ninth country, Togo, for discussions with the RAAF Secretariat. 

Overall, the consultants held discussions with about 120 people in the countries visited. They were 
senior officials of government ministries, departments and agencies, as well as NGOs and 
development partners, involved in policy-making, coordination, management and/or financing for 

                                                
6 In particular the World Bank’s review of safety nets in Africa (Monchuk 2014) and its report on The state of 
social safety nets 2015 (World Bank 2015a). 
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safety net programmes and broader social protection systems. The full list of persons met is in an 
annexe to Part II of this report. 

The mapping of existing social safety net programmes in West Africa was based partly on the 
discussions with these actors and data/documentation obtained during the country missions, but 
also drew heavily on a desk review of the existing literature on safety nets and social protection in 
these countries and more widely in the sub-region.  

Among those met, 109 completed a questionnaire, used by the research team to obtain information 
on the needs for the development of expertise on safety nets, the existing/past access of 
respondents to training, communities of practice and study missions on safety nets, and their views 
and preferences regarding the possible establishment and modalities of a regional training and 
exchange mechanism. Of these 109 respondents, 72 were from Government ministries, departments 
and agencies (including safety net project management units), 14 from NGOs and 22 from 
development partner agencies (see Table 1.1).7  

Table 1.1 Composition of questionnaire respondents 

  Government NGOs DPs Total 

 

Benin 13 1 7 21 

Burkina Faso 10 4 5 19 

Côte d'Ivoire 15 0 3 18 

Ghana 15 0 0 15 

Niger 4 3 4 11 

Nigeria 13 6 3 22 

Senegal 3 0 0 3 

Total 73 14 22 109 

Source: Responses to study questionnaire. 

 

                                                
7 It should be noted that the respondents from NGOs and development partner agencies were in almost all 
cases national staff of these agencies, rather than international staff members. 
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2 Safety nets in West Africa 

This chapter provides a succinct overview of the state of safety nets in West Africa, based on the 
main findings in the eight country reports. Section 2.1 shows that most countries have made strong 
policy commitments to strengthening their social protection systems, including safety net 
programmes, in the past few years and have started to build institutional mechanisms for developing 
these systems in a more coordinated and integrated way. Section 2.2 reviews the limited data 
available on the financing of safety nets, which appears to be on an upward trend, although from a 
very low base. Section 2.3 shows the progress made in strengthening safety net systems, although 
this progress is very recent in most countries and still has far to go in terms of population coverage 
and impacts on poverty, resilience to shocks or human development. Section 2.4 highlights some of 
the major challenges countries face in developing stronger safety net systems in the sub-region.  

2.1 Policy and institutional framework 

The heightened political commitment to social protection in general, and safety nets in particular, 
has led to the adoption of national social protection policies or strategies in most of the ECOWAS 
member-states in the past few years. In most cases, this has also led to the establishment of national 
coordination bodies, usually with an inter-ministerial composition due to the multi-sector nature of 
social protection. These bodies have generally been set up at a high level, often under the 
chairmanship of the head of state or the prime minister. In most countries, agriculture ministries are 
members of these multi-sector coordination bodies.  

Individual ministries and agencies are responsible for the implementation or oversight of specific 
programmes. Agriculture ministries and food security commissariats manage some programmes, 
along with government bodies in other sectors such as social affairs, education and health. 

Table 2.1 summarizes these policy and institutional developments, as described in the eight country 
reports. Seven of the eight countries (Benin, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Mali, Niger and Senegal) 
have formally adopted national social protection policies or strategies. The only exception is Nigeria, 
where a national policy has been under development but has not yet been formally adopted by the 
new government elected in May 2015. Ghana was one of the most recent countries to adopt a 
national social protection policy, which was formally launched in June 2016. Senegal is finalizing a 
second-generation social protection strategy to replace its initial strategy, adopted in 2005. 

A common characteristic of these policies and strategies is their broad nature, encompassing many 
sectors and including the main branches of social protection, namely safety nets (or social transfers), 
social insurance (including health insurance schemes in many cases) and social services. Many of 
these documents aspire to construct a ‘social protection floor’ – the idea promoted by the United 
Nations and the International Labour Organization (ILO) in particular since the global crisis in 
2008/09 that a basic set of social protection provisions should be in place in all countries.  

It is also important to note that, in several countries, the commitments made in these social protection 
policies and strategies have been carried over into macro-level national planning documents. This 
can be seen, for example, in the prominent place given to social protection in Côte d’Ivoire’s new 
National Development Plan for 2016-2020 and in the Plan Sénégal Emergent, which sets out 
Senegal’s development strategy to 2035.  

Meanwhile, the AGIR framework, to which all countries in the sub-region have signed up, is giving a 
further impetus to these policy commitments to strengthened safety nets. The high profile given to 
social protection in AGIR’s Regional Roadmap (in its Strategic Objective 1) is being reproduced at 
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the national level through the process, now under way, of identifying ‘national resilience priorities’ in 
the 17 member countries of ECOWAS, CILSS and UEMOA. 

Table 2.1 The policy and institutional framework for social protection in the eight 
countries studied 

  Policy/Strategy Institutional framework 

Benin The Council of Ministers formally adopted the 
Holistic Social Protection Policy (PHPS) in 
February 2014, as a global framework 
orienting all public social protection 
programmes. It aims to set up a social 
protection floor, including regular, predictable 
social transfers to the most vulnerable 
households, as well as the extension of social 
insurance. An Action Plan for the 
implementation of the PHPS has been 
prepared but requires further work, including 
quantified targets, before being approved.  

An inter-ministerial Social Protection Floor 
Committee (CSPS), set up in 2010, drafted 
the PHPS. This committee still exists on an ad 
hoc basis, pending adoption of a draft decree 
setting up the bodies envisaged in the PHPS 
for the coordination of social protection 
programmes: the National Social Protection 
Council (under the Presidency of the 
Republic), the technical-level CSPS and a 
Permanent Secretariat, to be set up in the 
Ministry of Development. The delays in setting 
up the institutional architecture have held up 
effective operationalization of the PHPS. 

Burkina 
Faso 

The Government adopted the National Social 
Protection Policy (PNPS) in December 2012. 
This sets out a comprehensive policy 
framework for social protection, covering both 
safety nets and social insurance, over the 
decade from 2013 to 2022. Implementation is 
guided by 3-year sliding plans. 

A decree in June 2013 set up an institutional 
framework for leadership, coordination, 
monitoring and evaluation of social protection 
programmes. The National Social Protection 
Council (CNPS), chaired by the prime 
minister, is responsible for overall 
coordination, while two specialized inter-
ministerial bodies (cellules) have been set up 
to coordinate safety nets and social insurance 
respectively. Regional social protection bodies 
have also been set up. 

Côte 
d'Ivoire 

The Council of Ministers adopted the National 
Social Protection Strategy (SNPS), along with 
an Action Plan for 2014-2015, in May 2014. A 
new action plan for 2016-2020 is currently 
being drafted. The SNPS sets out a 
comprehensive framework for both 
contributory and non-contributory social 
protection and its main points have been 
incorporated into the new National 
Development Plan for 2016-2020.  

Following the adoption of the SNPS, the 
Government set up the National Social 
Protection Platform, in July 2015, as a 
national framework for coordination, guidance 
and analysis of social protection actions. The 
Platform includes the Inter-Ministerial Social 
Protection Committee, chaired by a 
representative of the Prime Minister, along 
with an Executive Secretariat and several 
technical committees.  

Ghana Although national strategies for social 
protection were drafted in 2007 and 2012, the 
Government of Ghana did not officially adopt 
them. A new draft Ghana National Social 
Protection Policy for 2016-2031 and a social 
protection law are due to go to the Cabinet for 
official adoption. The Policy has a phased 
approach, starting with the scale-up and 
consolidation of five on-going flagship 
programmes to improve the lives of the 
extreme poor: LEAP cash transfers, premium 
exemptions in the National Health Insurance 
Scheme, Labour Intensive Public Works 
(LIPW), the Education Capitation Grant and 
the School Feeding Programme. The Policy 
makes a strong commitment to the 

The draft Policy indicates that the Inter-
Ministerial Coordinating Committee on 
Decentralization, chaired by the President, will 
be the highest coordinating body for social 
protection, in order to ensure effective delivery 
of programmes through the local governance 
system. The Ministry of Gender, Children and 
Social Protection will be responsible for 
overall operational coordination, with support 
from two inter-ministerial bodies, the Social 
Protection Sector Advisory Committee (which 
includes Ministries and representatives of 
development partners and NGOs) and the 
Social Protection Technical Working 
Committee. Regional Social Protection 
Monitoring Teams will be set up within the 
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development of common systems, notably for 
targeting and M&E. 

Regional Planning Coordination Units, and 
there will also be district and community level 
social protection committees. 

Mali Mali was one of the first West African 
governments to adopt a national policy 
document on social protection, in 2002. This 
provided a framework for two National Action 
Plans for the Extension of Social Protection, 
covering the periods 2005-2009 and 2011-
2015.  

There is not yet an effective institutional 
framework for the overall coordination of 
social protection programmes. The Council for 
the Strategic Orientation of Social Protection 
(COS-PS) was set up several years ago, but 
has not played a real leadership role. 

Niger The right to social protection is inscribed in 
the Constitution. In September 2011, the 
Government adopted the National Social 
Protection Policy (PNPS), which sets out a 
long-term framework for the construction of a 
coherent, integrated social protection system. 
A national forum on social protection, held in 
2013, made a series of recommendations to 
improve operationalization of the PNPS, 
which were set out in a roadmap of priority 
actions. 

In October 2014, the Government set up an 
Inter-Ministerial Social Protection 
Coordination Committee (CICPS) and a 
National Technical Committee of the Actors 
Implementing the PNPS, both under the 
authority of the Prime Minister. However, 
coordination of the implementation of the 
PNPS remains quite weak in practice. 

Nigeria There is as yet no policy, strategy or legal 
framework for social protection at either 
federal or state level. A National Social 
Protection Policy drafted before the March 
2015 elections has not yet been adopted. The 
draft provides a general framework that would 
allow the relevant government actors (in 
particular the state governments) to contribute 
to a strengthened social protection system in 
a flexible way, taking into account their local 
socioeconomic context and priorities. More 
important may be the fact that the ruling party 
made strong electoral commitments to 
strengthen social protection, notably by 
providing assistance for unemployed youth 
and establishing a national school-feeding 
programme. 

In the absence of a federal policy, there is no 
formal coordination framework for social 
protection. However, growing interest in social 
protection, and safety nets in particular, led to 
the establishment of a National Safety Nets 
Team under the former Government. 
Following the May 2015 elections, this was 
dissolved and a new social protection policy 
hub has been set up in the Office of the Vice 
President. This is working to operationalize 
the electoral commitments made by the ruling 
party.  

Senegal Senegal was one of the first countries in West 
Africa to adopt a National Social Protection 
Strategy, in 2005. The ‘Plan Sénégal 
Emergent’, which is the country’s long-term 
strategic planning framework to 2035, gives 
high priority to social protection in its 2nd pillar 
on ‘human capital, social protection and 
sustainable development’. A new national 
social protection strategy is currently being 
drafted. However, like many West African 
countries, Senegal does not have a clear legal 
framework for social protection. 

The Délégation Générale à la Protection 
Sociale et à la Solidarité Nationale (DGPSN), 
under the Presidency of the Republic, was set 
up in November 2012 to coordinate social 
protection policy and programmes. The 
DGPSN and the Ministry of Women, the 
Family and Children co-chair an Inter-
Ministerial Committee for steering and 
monitoring implementation of the National 
Social Protection Policy. However, a recent 
diagnostic study (DGPSN 2015) has criticised 
the lack of effective coordination and the 
existence of various overlaps in mandates. 

Source: country reports (Part II of the final study report). 

These are all very positive developments. However, it is clear from the discussions held during the 
country missions that some governments are finding it difficult to operationalize their broad social 
protection policy commitments, through action plans based on a clear logical framework with 
concrete actions and quantified targets (e.g. for programme coverage). This reflects capacity 
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weaknesses, as well as the fact that national coordination mechanisms are sometimes not 
functioning effectively in practice (for example in Mali, Niger and Senegal), are very recent (Côte 
d’Ivoire) or have not yet been formally set up (Benin, Nigeria).  

A common weakness is that there is a tendency for certain donor-funded safety net programmes to 
be managed by “project management units” outside normal civil service structures, raising concerns 
about long-term sustainability. 

It is also worth noting that none of these countries has established a formal legal framework for the 
social protection system as a whole and in particular for its safety net component. The legal 
provisions in place mainly concern social insurance schemes. One consequence of this legal 
vacuum is that the safety net programmes established in the last few years are vulnerable to political 
changes or, in many countries, the unpredictability of donor financing. Ghana, however, has a draft 
law in the pipeline.  

2.2 Financing of safety nets 

Historically the level of financing of safety net programmes in West Africa has generally been very 
low, except in some Sahelian and conflict-affected countries with high levels of humanitarian 
assistance. Expenditure appears to have increased in the recent past, as a result of the 
establishment of new programmes, although in many cases this seems to be due mainly to increased 
donor financing, which may not be sustainable.  

Unfortunately, the consolidated data on safety net expenditure, which are available for some West 
African countries in the World Bank’s global report, The State of Social Safety Nets 2015, pre-date 
most of these new programmes, showing the situation as it was several years ago (mostly in the 
period 2008-2011).  

The aggregate data are also distorted by the inclusion of short-term humanitarian assistance. As a 
result, expenditure on safety nets appears to be much higher than average, as a percentage of GDP, 
in countries with large humanitarian aid flows such as Sierra Leone (4.83% in 2011), Liberia (2.21% 
in 2010/11) and Niger (1.62% in 2008). As can be seen in Table 2.2, which provides the available 
data for 11 ECOWAS countries, much of the spending in these countries was on in-kind transfers, 
such as food distribution.  

By contrast, most of the other countries showed aggregate levels of spending that are much lower 
than the global average of 1.6% for developing countries (World Bank 2015a) or 1.7% for Sub-
Saharan Africa as a whole (Monchuk 2014). 

Table 2.2 shows that spending on cash transfers, in the years for which data were available, was 
almost insignificant in all countries (well below 0.1% of GDP and in some cases zero), with the single 
exception of Cape Verde (0.93%), where expenditure is mainly on a social pension.8 Spending on 
labour-intensive public works programmes has also been marginal in all countries (between 0 and 
0,2% of GDP), except in Sierra Leone (0.93% in 2011). The data show that school feeding accounted 
for a large proportion of safety net expenditure in several of the countries (for example, 91% in Benin, 
51% in Burkina Faso, 49% in Ghana and 80% in Senegal). However, the scale of school feeding 
programmes varies widely in the sub-region and in some countries, such as Nigeria, there has been 
almost no spending at all on this type of safety net programme. 

                                                
8 Cape Verde is the only country in the sub-region to have established a social pension, in striking contrast to 
the situation in southern Africa, where many countries have state-financed social pensions. 
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Table 2.2 Expenditure on social safety net programmes in West Africa (% of GDP) 

 Year 
Cash 

transfers 
In-kind 

transfers 
School 
feeding 

Public 
works 

Fee 
waivers 

Total 

Benin 2010 -- -- 0.29 0.03 -- 0.32 

Burkina Faso 2010 0.01 0.38 0.42 0.01 0.01 0.83 

Cape Verde 2011 0.93 -- -- -- -- 0.93 

Ghana 2013 0.04 0.06 0.21 0.01 0.10 0.43 

Liberia 2010/11 0.06 1.03 1.00 0.12 -- 2.21 

Mali 2009 -- 0.35 0.10 0.01 -- 0.46 

Niger 2008 0.02 1.41 0.05 0.14 -- 1.62 

Nigeria 2014 0.01 -- -- 0.30 -- 0.30 

Senegal 2011 0.04 0.01 0.22 -- 0.031 0.27 

Sierra Leone 2011 0.03 1.68 0.43 1.75 0.93 4.83 

Togo 2010 -- 0.37 0.04 -- 0.18 0.60 
1 2010. 
Source: World Bank 2015a; World Bank 2013 (budgeted, for Senegal). 

In most countries, including those without humanitarian emergencies, donors have been financing a 
large proportion of safety net expenditure. World Bank data (Monchuk 2014) show that the donor 
share of financing has ranged from 60% to 94%, although once again these figures are old, dating 
mainly from the late 2000s (see Figure 2.1). Donors, in particular the World Bank, have also been 
contributing a large proportion of the funding for the new wave of cash transfer programmes, raising 
concerns about both the scale-up of coverage and long-term sustainability unless there is a 
substantial increase in the share of internal financing. 

Figure 2.1 Donor share of safety net spending in West African countries (%) 

  
Source: Monchuk 2014; World Bank 2013 (for Senegal). 

The small amount of internal government spending on safety net programmes during this period was 
dwarfed by spending on general consumer subsidies, mainly on energy and imported food products, 
which rose sharply in response to the global food and energy price crises in 2007-2008. Benin (in 
2005-2010) spent five times more on subsidies than safety nets, Sierra Leone (2011) spent four 
times more, and Burkina Faso (2005-2009) and Togo (2008-2010) spent six times more. Besides 
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their high fiscal cost, these subsidies were applied to products that were consumed far more by the 
non-poor than the poor (a notable exception was kerosene) and they were therefore regressive in 
terms of benefit incidence. This led to strong calls from the international financial institutions (the 
IMF and World Bank) to redirect spending from general subsidies to safety net programmes targeted 
to the poorest.  

In the past few years, spending on subsidies has dropped sharply in most countries, due to the steep 
fall in global energy prices and in many countries the reduction of subsidy levels or their outright 
abolition. But it is unclear to what extent these savings have been redirected to safety nets. 

There is evidence of an upwards trend in some countries. For example, in Burkina Faso, the report 
on implementation of the National Social Protection Policy in 2014 indicated that safety net 
expenditure had risen to 2.05% of GDP (SP-CNPS 2015), more than double the share of spending 
reported above for 2010 (0.83%).  

There has also been a substantial increase in safety net spending in Senegal, mainly domestically 
financed, due to the launching of a new cash transfer programme, the Programme National de 
Bourses de Sécurité Familiale (PNBSF), in 2013, and its subsequent rapid expansion. The budget 
for the PNBSF alone in 2016 (20 billion CFA francs in domestic resources and approximately 5 billion 
CFA francs from the World Bank) is higher than the total amount budgeted for all safety net 
programmes in 2011 (23 billion CFA francs).  

2.3 Development of programmes 

The social protection landscape has been evolving rapidly in West Africa. A decade ago, formal 
social protection was almost entirely limited to contributory pension schemes for those employed in 
the formal sector of the economy. In most cases, these schemes covered less than 10% of the 
population, almost entirely in the richest quintile. Apart from Cape Verde, where tax-financed social 
pension schemes for the extreme poor elderly and disabled were introduced in the 1990s, there were 
basically no cash transfer programmes for poor households anywhere in West Africa until the late 
2000s, apart from some very small government schemes providing one-off cash or in-kind assistance 
(and health fee waivers) to indigents, and some small scattered public works projects. There were a 
few quite large school-feeding programmes, but these tended to be heavily dependent on donor-
financed imports. The dominant form of assistance was the provision of short-term in-kind relief, 
mainly in the form of general food distribution, in response to natural and man-made emergencies. 

The situation began to change as governments became more aware of the multiple potential benefits 
of cash transfer programmes – for poverty reduction and redistribution, resilience to shocks, human 
capital development, pro-poor growth and social cohesion. The first cash transfer programmes in 
the sub-region emerged in the late 2000s. In the humanitarian sector, meanwhile, governments and 
NGOs began to look for ways to move beyond the cycle of reactive humanitarian assistance to 
victims of crises. In particular, several NGOs started to use seasonal cash transfers during the lean 
period before harvests to smooth the incomes of households vulnerable to food insecurity and to 
prevent seasonal peaks in acute malnutrition among young children. Other social protection 
initiatives, such as school fee abolition, the free distribution of school kits, health fee exemptions and 
health insurance mechanisms, have focused on improving access to basic social services.  

2.3.1 Cash transfers and public works programmes 

Cash transfer schemes began on a pilot basis in a few West African countries towards the end of 
the 2000s. In 2008, the Government of Ghana launched its pioneering cash transfer scheme, the 
Livelihood Empowerment Against Poverty (LEAP) programme, inspired by the Brazilian experience 
with Bolsa Família. Nigeria launched a small conditional cash transfer programme (CCT) called ‘In 
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Care of the People’ (COPE) in the same year, although it halted in 2013 when financing from debt 
relief funds ran out. Other small cash transfer schemes were piloted in the late 2000s in Sierra Leone, 
Mali and Burkina Faso, while the World Food Programme (WFP) launched a voucher-based (‘near-
cash’) transfer programme in the main cities of Burkina Faso in 2009-2010 to protect extreme poor 
urban-dwellers following the global food price crisis. 

However, it was only in the last three to four years that cash transfers really began to take off in West 
Africa, much later than in Eastern and Southern Africa, and in most countries they are still reaching 
only a very small proportion of the rural and urban poor. While national governments have been 
leading these developments in some countries, such as Ghana and Senegal, donor influence has 
also been strong. The World Bank has been supporting many of the new cash transfer programmes 
both technically and financially.  

Table 2.3 provides an overview of the main programmes set up in the eight countries on which this 
study focused. It excludes the smaller programmes, including most of the seasonal cash and voucher 
programmes being implemented by NGOs during the lean period in the Sahelian countries, as these 
tend to be fragmented and are not institutionalized as long-term programmes. The country reports 
in Part II provide more detailed information.  

As can be seen, cash transfer programmes have been launched in all of the eight countries, although 
actual transfers have not yet begun in Côte d’Ivoire, where they will start in 2016. However, only two 
of these programmes are large national programmes: the PNBSF in Senegal and LEAP in Ghana. 
These are also the only programmes financed primarily from domestic government resources. All 
the others are essentially ‘projects’, financed primarily or entirely by donors (in most cases by the 
World Bank), with implementation limited to specific regions or districts. It is unclear whether or to 
what extent the national governments will take over the main financial responsibility for these 
programmes and scale them up nationally. 

Public works programmes have also been expanding, but there is as yet no programme even 
remotely comparable in scale to the PSNP in Ethiopia, which had 6.9 million beneficiaries in 2013. 
The table includes only the Labour Intensive Public Works Programme (LIPW) in Ghana, which has 
been under way since 2011, and the public works components of broader cash transfer projects, as 
in Benin and Niger. Most of the other public works projects, such as the ‘cash for work’ projects 
supported by WFP in several countries, are sporadic and short-term, rather than part of structured, 
on-going national programmes. 

Figure 2.2 shows coverage estimates, expressed as the total number of beneficiaries (all individuals 
in beneficiary households) as a proportion of the population in the first quintile, which is a reasonable 
proxy of the target group of most of the programmes. These estimates should be treated with some 
caution, as there is considerable uncertainty about the real number of beneficiary households (as 
opposed to planned coverage), the extent to which these are really in the first quintile (i.e. the degree 
of inclusion error) and the size of beneficiary households. But the overall message is quite clear. 
Coverage is low in all countries except Ghana and Senegal, but is expanding (from a very low base 
or zero coverage) in several others.  

The rapid expansion of the PNBSF in Senegal is the most striking. This programme only began 
making transfers in 2013, but by the end of 2015 it was already reaching about 200,000 households, 
equivalent to about 59% of the first quintile population. Coverage is due to expand to 250,000 
households in 2016 and 300,000 households in 2017, implying coverage of 89% of the first quintile 
population. This is by the far the largest cash transfer programme in West Africa and one of the 
largest in the whole of Sub-Saharan Africa. 
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LEAP in Ghana has been expanding more slowly, since it began making transfers in 2008, but the 
number of beneficiary households had reached 145,000 by November 2015, which would be 
equivalent to about 12% of the first quintile population. LEAP is now entering a period of more rapid 
expansion and is due to reach 350,000 households by 2017. This would be more than a quarter of 
the first quintile population (about 28%). 

Table 2.3 Main cash transfer and public works programmes in the eight countries 
studied 

 Name Type  
Year 

transfers 
began 

Managed by 
Main source 
of financing 

Coverage 

Benin 

Projet des Services 
Décentralisés 
Conduits par les 
Communautés 
(PSDCC) 

UCT + 
PWP 

2015 
PMU (Ministry of 
Decentralization) 

World Bank 

Planned: 13,000 
extreme poor HH in 
12 communes (out 
of 77) 

Burkina 
Faso 

Burkin-Naong-Sa Ya UCT 2015 
PMU (Ministry of 
Social Action and 

National Solidarity) 
World Bank 

Planned: 16,000 HH 
in 2015 (North), 
40,000 HH in 2016 
(North, East, Centre 
East) 

Côte 
d’Ivoire 

Projet de Filets 
Sociaux 

UCT 
Planned 

2016 

Ministry of 
Employment and 
Social Protection 

World Bank 
Planned: 5,000 in 
2016; 35,000 HH by 
2019 

Ghana 

Livelihood 
Empowerment 
Against Poverty 
(LEAP) 

CCT 
(soft) 

2008 
Ministry of Gender, 

Children and 
Social Protection 

Government+ 
World Bank, 
DFID, USAID, 
UNICEF 

Actual: 145,000 HH 
(November 2015)  
Planned: 300,000 by 
2017 

Labour Intensive 
Public Works (LIPW), 
Ghana Social 
Opportunities Project 

PWP 2011 

PMU (Ministry of 
Local Government 

and Rural 
Development) 

World Bank 
Actual: 30,042 rural 
HH (2014) 

Mali 

Jigisemejiri (Arbre de 
l’espoir) 

UCT 2013 
PMU (Ministry of 

Finance) 
World Bank, 
ECHO 

Planned: 83,000 HH 

Cadre Commun sur 
les Filets Sociaux 
Saisonniers (CCFS) 

UCT + 
food 

2014 

NGO consortium 
(ACF, Danish 

Refugee Council, 
Handicap 

International, 
Oxfam, Solidarités 

Internationales) 

ECHO 
Planned: 44,000 HH 
(Gao, Tombouctou) 

Niger 
Projet de Filets 
Sociaux 

CCT 
(soft) + 
PWP 

2010 

PMU (Cellule Filets 
Sociaux) under 
Prime Minister’s 

Office 

World Bank 
Planned: 80,000 HH 
for UCT and 60,000 
employed in PWP 

Nigeria 

Youth Employment 
and Social Support 
Operation (YESSO) 

CCT 
(hard) 

Planned 
2016 

PMU (Ministry of 
Finance) 

World Bank 
and state 
governments 

None to date; no 
targets 

Child Development 
Grant Programme 
(CDGP) 

UCT to 
reduce 
malnu-
trition 

2014 
NGOs (Save the 

Children and ACF) 
DFID (UK) 

Actual: 30,000 HH 
(2015) in Jigawa and 
Zamfara states 
Planned: 60,000 HH 

Senegal 

Programme National 
de Bourses de 
Sécurité Familiale 
(PNBSF) 

CCT 
(soft) 

2013 

Délégation 
Générale à la 

Protection Sociale 
et à la Solidarité 

Nationale 

Government 
and World 
Bank  

Actual: 200,000 HH 
(end 2015) 
Planned: 250,000 
(2016), 300,000 
(2017) 
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(Présidence de la 
République) 

Note: CCT = conditional cash transfer, HH = household, PMU = project management unit, PWP = public works programme, 
UCT = unconditional cash transfer. 
Sources: Country reports. 

The other programmes are all much smaller, largely because they have much less (or no) domestic 
financing and are geographically limited, although planned coverage levels (for 2016 or 2017) 
suggest that the programmes in Niger (Projet Filets Sociaux) and Mali (Jigisemejeri and CCFS 
combined) could be covering about one sixth of the 1st quintile population in those countries, while 
the Burkin-Naong-Sa Ya programme in Burkina Faso could reach about a tenth of the 1st quintile 
population. Coverage in Benin, Côte d’Ivoire and Nigeria is likely to remain marginal, at least in the 
short term. 

Figure 2.2 Main cash transfer and public works programmes: total beneficiaries as 
% of the 1st quintile population 

Source: Authors’ estimates, based on programme beneficiary data and national population data. 

Finally on coverage, mention should be made of the NGO-run seasonal programmes to forestall food 
and nutritional crises during the lean period. Partial data, covering some of the main NGOs involved 
in these programmes in five ECOWAS countries (Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger, Nigeria and Senegal) 
and two others (Chad and Mauritania), indicate that in 2015 these programmes reached 279,950 
households with a combined population of 2.02 million. The largest coverage was in Niger, with 
90,952 households or 636,664 individuals.9  

                                                
9 Information provided by Action Contre la Faim, Dakar. 
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There is little information about programme impacts, mainly because most of the programmes were 
only set up recently. More information will become available in the next few years, as several 
programmes plan impact evaluations.  

Some information on impacts is available for the two programmes in Ghana, LEAP and LIPW, which 
were set up earlier. In the case of LEAP, the impact evaluation took place during a period (2010-
2012) when transfer amounts were very low (prior to a large increase in 2012) and there were lengthy 
arrears in transfer payments. Impacts might have been expected to be modest. Beneficiaries appear 
to have regarded their transfer receipts, which were paid in lumpy amounts in arrears, as an irregular 
(and unpredictable) windfall and so used them mainly to reduce household debt and increase 
savings, rather than increase their consumption. There was also a significant increase in their 
purchases of seeds, which suggests that productive capacity may have improved. There were also 
significant impacts on education: an improvement in school enrolment for older children aged 13-17 
(+7 percentage points) and, for all children, improvements in school attendance and retention 
(Handa et al 2014). The LIPW evaluation, in 2012, reported increases in household expenditure on 
food and other consumption, a reduction in debt, increased likelihood of savings and improved 
school attendance (World Bank 2015b).  

An impact evaluation of the pilot phase of the ‘filets sociaux’ project in Niger (2010-2013) found 
positive impacts on beneficiaries’ participation in ‘tontines’ (informal community-level savings and 
micro-credit clubs), their spending on agricultural inputs and farm output. An impact evaluation of a 
small cash transfer programme for households with orphans and vulnerable children in Nahouri 
province, Burkina Faso, in 2008-2010, showed positive impacts on school enrolment. An evaluation 
of the WFP-supported coupon programme in urban areas of Burkina Faso in 2009-2010 found 
positive effects on household consumption. 

Impacts can also be simulated on an ex ante basis, using household survey data. In Senegal, such 
modelling has shown that the PNBSF, at the level of coverage anticipated in 2017, should have a 
major impact on monetary poverty, reducing the poverty gap (the average distance of the poor from 
the poverty line) by 20.4% and cutting the extreme poverty headcount by 46%. It is also expected to 
reduce the Gini coefficient, a measure of income inequality, by 5.5%.  

2.3.2 Social protection measures in the agriculture sector 

Some “productive” safety net interventions focus directly on supporting improvements in agricultural 
productivity and incomes, particularly among poor farmers. These include some small rural public 
works projects, along with, in some countries, subsidies for agricultural inputs. In addition, agencies 
in several countries purchase post-harvest crop surpluses to constitute buffer stocks that can be 
used to increase food supply during the lean period and thereby smooth food prices. 

First, public works programmes in some countries have focused on developing the assets and 
productive capacity of small farmers. One can cite, for example, the role of Ghana’s LIPW in 
supporting community asset projects such as rural feeder roads, small earth dams and dug-outs, 
(water reservoirs), tree planting for soil and land conservation, and the rehabilitation of degraded 
irrigation schemes.10 Most projects are scheduled during the agricultural off-season in the poorer 
northern regions, from November to March/April, creating short-term employment opportunities (of 
about 6 months) for the rural poor in addition to developing assets for improving long-term 
agricultural productivity. The ‘filet sociaux’ project in Mali and the Programme d’Urgence d’Appui à 
la Sécurité Alimentaire (PUASA) in Benin likewise support cash-for-work projects to build up assets 

                                                
10 The District Assemblies implement the projects in partnership with agencies such as the Ghana Irrigation 
Development Authority, the Department of Feeder Roads, the Forestry Department and the Ministry of 
Agriculture. 
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that strengthen the productivity of the rural poor. In Côte d’Ivoire, WFP has used this approach to 
prepare land for irrigated cultivation in lowlands and river valleys, partnering with the Agence 
Nationale d’Appui au Développement Rural (ANADER). However, these types of interventions tend 
to be small and short-term, depending heavily on donors and often ending when donor financing 
stops, as in the case of Côte d’Ivoire, where the use of public works for establishing irrigation 
schemes ended in 2004, although WFP later used similar approaches in the South-West as a post-
conflict response mechanism. 

Second, agricultural input subsidies have a safety net character in so far as they transfer resources 
to small farmers, notably in the form of subsidised inputs (fertilizer and seeds). Several schemes of 
this sort exist in West Africa. In Ghana, for example, fertilizer subsidies were introduced in 2008, in 
response to the sharp rise in fertilizer prices during the global food, energy and financial crisis. Seeds 
were added in 2010. Some other projects in Ghana, such as an IFAD cassava project and the World 
Bank’s West Africa Agriculture Project (WAAP), target small farmers with free planting materials and 
agricultural extension services. Ghana’s ‘block farm programme’ has targeted rural youth, providing 
packages of fertilizers and seeds. In Côte d’Ivoire, such subsidies are limited to the cotton sector (7 
billion CFA a year). In Benin, fertilisers are subsidised and seeds are distributed to the members of 
producers’ associations.  

While public works and input subsidies focus on developing productive capacity, and thus food 
supply, buffer stocks help smooth food prices and thereby improve access, especially during the 
lean period when prices can rise sharply. Food stock mechanisms exist in several West African 
countries, but they tend to be quite small. For example, in Senegal, the Commissariat à la Sécurité 
Alimentaire (CSA) manages reserve food stocks that totalled about 6,000 tons in 2015. 

2.3.3 Social protection measures in the education and health sectors 

Other social protection initiatives have focused on improving access by the poor and vulnerable to 
education and health services. The abolition of primary school fees has been the most important 
measure. Although many other school costs remain in all countries (exam fees, uniforms, informal 
levies, etc.), formal school fees were abolished across West Africa, as elsewhere in the developing 
world, during the 2000s, in a bid to accelerate the achievement of universal primary education. This 
has been accompanied by the free distribution of textbooks and school kits, as well as attempts in 
some countries to strengthen school feeding programmes by sourcing food in local markets, using 
the ‘home-grown’ school feeding approach pioneered in Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire. School meals are 
provided to 1 million pupils in 5,000 primary schools in Côte d’Ivoire (half the country’s schools), 
while 2 million pupils receive free school kits. In Ghana, data for 2014 show that 1.7 million primary 
and pre-primary pupils (37% of pupils nationwide) receive a free school lunch, and every year the 
Government also distributes about half a million free school uniforms to needy pupils. Senegal is 
another country with a large school-feeding programme. By contrast, some other countries in the 
sub-region, notably Nigeria, have done little to develop school feeding as a way to incentivize school 
enrolment, attendance and retention. 

There have also been new efforts to facilitate access to health care and avoid the impoverishing 
effects of out-of-pocket payments, which became the main source of financing of health services 
following the introduction of user fees during the structural adjustment period in the 1980s and 1990s. 
Some countries have introduced health fee exemptions, notably for children under 5, for maternal 
health services, for the treatment of specific diseases (such as malaria) or for the elderly, as in 
Senegal’s Plan Sésame, launched in 2006.  

Several governments have attempted to set up national health insurance schemes, with varying 
degrees of success. The most advanced is Ghana’s National Health Insurance Scheme (NHIS), 
which, according to administrative data, had 10.1 million members (about 38% of the population) in 
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2014, although survey data (DHS 2014) show higher enrolment (48.6% of adult men and 62.4% of 
adult women).  Ghana’s success is in large part explained by the fact that the scheme is mainly tax-
financed (through the National Health Insurance Levy added to VAT), making it possible to introduce 
large-scale premium exemptions for children under 18, pregnant women, the elderly and the extreme 
poor. Two thirds of NHIS members (6.7 million people) were premium-exempt in 2014. 

Attempts have been made to set up similar schemes in Benin (Régime d’Assurance Maladie 
Universelle), Côte d’Ivoire (Couverture Maladie Universelle), Mali (Assurance Maladie Obligatoire 
and the Régime d’Assistance Médicale for indigents), Nigeria (National Health Insurance Scheme) 
and Senegal (Couverture Maladie Universelle). But, without the high level of government 
subsidization seen in Ghana, these schemes have struggled to extend coverage beyond the formal 
sector. NGOs have also promoted the creation of mutual health organizations in most West African 
countries, but these have never achieved more than 1-3% national population coverage, 
concentrated heavily in the richest quintile. Overall, as Figure 2.3 shows, health insurance coverage 
is in the range of 1-7% (for adult women) in all countries except Ghana, according to DHS data. 

Figure 2.3 Health insurance coverage: % of women aged 15-49 

 
Source: DHS reports. 

Extending health insurance coverage in the informal sector faces formidable obstacles, including the 
low contributory capacity of poor households, their unstable incomes, the lack of employers’ 
contributions, the administrative difficulties involved in collecting premiums from millions of scattered 
households (without the possibility of deduction at source from salaries and wages) and a weak 
insurance culture. Only with high levels of government financing, as in Ghana, has it been possible, 
at least partially, to overcome these obstacles by reducing premiums to an affordable level and 
introducing extensive exemptions. 

2.4 Key issues and challenges for cash transfers 

Since there is particular interest in the development of cash transfers, as a relatively new safety net 
instrument in the sub-region, it is worthwhile reflecting briefly on some of the challenges that these 
programmes face. Some of these are particularly relevant to the thematic issues highlighted for the 
development of expertise in Chapter 3 of the report. 
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Targeting methods are a major issue for all the programmes. Some form of targeting is clearly 
needed, in order to concentrate limited resources on the poorest and most vulnerable groups, and 
to maximize cost-effectiveness. However, targeting is not easy. Depending on the methods used, it 
can require substantial administrative capacity and cost a lot to implement.  

Since the majority of the population (and almost all the poor) in West African countries are in the 
informal sector, making it impossible to assess households’ income directly, proxy means tests 
(PMTs) are being used by many of the programmes, notably those supported by the World Bank. 
PMTs use a formula constructed from easily verifiable household characteristics, assets and living 
conditions to ‘predict’ households’ income or consumption level. Households are then ranked and a 
cut-off applied. The main difficulty with this method is that, in countries with ‘mass poverty’ and very 
shallow differentiation in incomes, consumption and assets across the first six to seven deciles of 
the population, as in almost all of West Africa, the predictive power of a simple PMT formula is quite 
weak, leading to large inclusion errors (selection of ineligible households) and exclusion errors (non-
selection of eligible households). It also requires survey-type methods to collect the data needed to 
apply the PMT. A related challenge is that this needs to be done regularly to take into account 
changes in the situation of households.  

This is not the only method being used. Community-based selection methods are being used by 
many of the programmes, including most of those also using PMTs, in which case community leaders 
or committees are involved in a process of pre-selection (prior to the PMT) and/or post-PMT 
validation. Some programmes, for example YESSO in Nigeria, are only using community-based 
targeting.  

Meanwhile, most of the NGOs engaged in seasonal cash transfers, such as the CCFS in Mali, to 
prevent food shortages and acute malnutrition in the months preceding harvests in the Sahelian 
countries, are using a form of targeting based on the ‘household economy approach’ (HEA). CILSS, 
the national food security agencies, many donors and humanitarian NGOs have jointly adopted this 
methodology as a ‘harmonized framework’ for identifying geographical zones and households at risk 
of food and nutritional shocks. In all the Sahelian countries, ‘livelihood zones’ are identified and 
revalidated annually, in order to focus resources on those most vulnerable during the lean period or 
in the event of major climatic shocks. Within each intervention zone, going down to village level and 
using community-based methods, households are classified twice a year according to their degree 
of vulnerability. This approach, designed from a shock management perspective, has different 
objectives than the PMT, which is used more to identify the chronic or extreme poor. It is also an 
administratively and technically heavy procedure, is not applied in urban areas and ‘misses’ the poor 
and vulnerable in zones less vulnerable to climate-related shocks. 

Categorical targeting approaches are less common in West Africa than in some other parts of Africa, 
but are implicit in school feeding, which invariably benefits all children enrolled in selected schools, 
and in health fee waiver schemes based on age categories, pregnancy or types of illness. Some of 
the programmes using PMTs and/or community-based targeting for poverty filtering also have 
categorical selection criteria. For example, LEAP targets extreme poor households with elderly, 
disabled, OVCs and, very recently, children under 2 (an expansion to make LEAP more relevant to 
the fight against malnutrition). Senegal’s PNBSF targets extreme poor households with children 
under 12, to promote child health, nutrition and school attendance. One cash transfer programme, 
the CDGP in Nigeria, also uses a purely categorical targeting approach (along with the geographical 
selection of very poor villages in the northern states of Jigawa and Zamfara), targeting all households 
with children under 2 and/or pregnant women. This is a much simpler approach, driven by the 
programme’s objective to reduce malnutrition and the fact that almost all households in the selected 
villages are so poor that it makes little sense to differentiate between them. 
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Single registries have become a feature of almost all the transfer programmes being supported by 
the World Bank. The idea is to register all the poorest households in a database that can be used 
for selection of beneficiaries not just of cash transfers but also of various other types of programmes, 
such as public works and health fee exemptions (or health insurance premium exemptions as in 
Ghana). This would be the foundation of a common targeting system, designed to avoid the 
duplication and inefficiencies of multiple parallel targeting processes and build a more integrated and 
coherent social protection system. All programmes, whether linked or not to single registries, have 
also had to set up management information systems, providing data on programme beneficiaries 
that can generate data reports and also feed into payments systems. 

There are concerns, however, that single registries might risk replicating the exclusion and inclusion 
errors of a single targeting system (in most cases based on a PMT) to a range of different 
programmes. They are also administratively demanding and costly, if data are to be obtained and 
regularly updated on large numbers of households nationwide. In all the countries, this is being 
financed by external funds (from the World Bank) and implemented by stand-alone project 
management units, raising questions about the feasibility of expanding and sustaining these 
registries once external assistance comes to an end. Only in one country, Senegal, has the single 
registry so far recorded data on a large number of households: 261,000 as of the beginning of 2016, 
with the aim to register 450,000 by 2017. In most of the other countries, the process is only just 
beginning or has not yet started. For example, in Nigeria, the YESSO programme has taken 2 years 
to register 23,757 households, or 0.02% of households below the absolute poverty line. Since these 
registries are not yet fully functioning on a national scale, and in most cases are only starting to be 
set up, it is too early to tell whether other programmes will make use of them to select their 
beneficiaries. 

The development of efficient payments systems is another challenge for programmes. It is the 
standard practice for payments to be outsourced to a third party specialist provider. But different 
programmes use different payments mechanisms, depending on the country context. In Ghana and 
Senegal, transfer payments are made through the Post Office. LEAP is about to implement a new 
automated payments system, following a pilot supported by UNICEF, which will replace the 
cumbersome and insecure manual payments system used by Ghana Post up to now. In Benin, by 
contrast, payments in the PSDCC are outsourced to a micro-finance institution, the Faitière des 
Caisses d’Epargne et de Crédit Agricole Mutuel du Bénin, while a payment pilot is also under way 
using MTN’s Mobile Money facility. The ‘filets sociaux’ project in Niger is developing a smart card to 
improve security and transparency. 

Conditionality, or the requirement that transfer beneficiaries meet certain behavioural ‘co-
responsibilities’, is being applied by some programmes, such as Ghana’s LEAP, Senegal’s PNBSF 
and Nigeria’s YESSO. The rationale for conditionality is that co-responsibilities, typically requiring 
birth registration, vaccinations and school attendance by children, can leverage additional human 
capital benefits beyond those that would be secured by cash alone.  However, most programmes 
are not applying conditionality, due to concerns that supply-side requirements (civil registration 
offices, schools and health facilities) may not be in place or of adequate quality, especially in the 
poorest areas, that monitoring of conditions is too difficult and that applying sanctions for non-respect 
of conditions would risk excluding some of the poorest and most vulnerable households. Both LEAP 
and the PNBSF apply in practice a ‘soft’ form of conditionality, with no monitoring of compliance and 
no sanctions for non-compliance. In practice, this amounts to using ‘conditionality’ as a form of 
community awareness raising. Only YESSO has a ‘hard’ form of conditionality, with supply-side 
prerequisites for communities even to enter the programme and sanctions for non-compliance. But 
this is purely theoretical, as YESSO has not yet started delivering transfers.  

Most programmes, such as the CDGP in Nigeria, Jigisemejiri in Mali and the ‘filets sociaux’ in Niger, 
have opted instead for ‘behaviour change communication’ activities, as part of their accompanying 
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measures. Although the form and content of these communication activities varies from one 
programme to another, they focus on behavioural issues such as feeding practices, hygiene, family 
planning, health, education and parenting. In Mali, where communication sessions are held in 
tandem with payments, there is also an additional component of distribution of nutritional 
supplements for children under 5 and pregnant women. In Ghana, LEAP beneficiaries are 
automatically enrolled free in the NHIS, under the exempt category for indigents. 

Many programmes also have or are developing other accompanying measures to promote the self-
reliance and eventual ‘graduation’ of beneficiaries. For example, the ‘filets sociaux’ project in Niger 
is promoting participation in the tontines to encourage savings and income generating activities. The 
Ghana Social Opportunities Project, financed by the World Bank, is introducing a Complementary 
Income Generating Skills pilot to upgrade the skills of beneficiaries of both LIPW and LEAP, in an 
effort to promote their income generating capacity and so reduce their dependence on social 
assistance or short-term public works – although it is recognised, in the case of LEAP, that it is 
unrealistic to expect some beneficiaries, especially the elderly and disabled, to become fully self-
reliant. In Senegal, the PNBSF has signed a series of agreements with NGOs to promote the 
productivity of beneficiary households, including revolving microcredit funds and the distribution of 
small livestock, while an agreement with the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) 
envisages the inclusion of some beneficiaries in farmers associations benefiting from IFAD support 
for the development of rice cultivation. 

Finally, there is a need to build greater coherence between emergency cash transfer 
programming and long-term safety nets. This has come to the fore in the context of AGIR’s focus 
on using social protection (in particular long term safety nets) as a means to strengthen the resilience 
of households vulnerable to shocks. A regional learning event on this subject, held in Dakar in July 
2014, shed light on the challenges involved (CaLP, UNICEF and EU 2014). This observed that 
emergency cash transfers (short-term humanitarian interventions by NGOs including seasonal 
transfers) and social cash transfers (long-term state sponsored national programmes) have emerged 
in parallel, with little dialogue between their respective actors.  

While the humanitarian NGOs have evolved positively towards the use of cash transfers instead of 
in-kind assistance and have increasingly put in place preventive transfer interventions to avoid food 
and nutritional crises during the lean period, their interventions have the weakness of being one-off 
projects, dependent on short-term humanitarian funding, and not part of long-term national systems. 
On the other hand, most of the national safety net systems are still in their infancy and do not yet 
have the scale of coverage, systems and capacity to take on effectively the shock-resilience agenda. 
This would require a state-run social transfer system with real national reach (arguably emerging in 
Ghana and Senegal but not yet in the other countries), built-in mechanisms for the safety net 
programmes to respond to seasonal vulnerability by means of temporary expansion/contraction, and 
contingency plans for responses to disasters and extended periods of stress. Related technical 
issues concern the targeting methods used (PMT versus HEA) and the utility of the single registries 
for shock management, as well as the funding flexibility needed for seasonal scale-up and shock-
responsiveness.  
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3 Development of a regional exchange and training 
framework on safety nets in West Africa 

During the country missions, the actors involved in policy-making, design, management, 
coordination and financing of safety net programmes were asked to complete a questionnaire with 
a series of questions about the priority needs for strengthening technical expertise on safety nets, 
their current or past access to training, communities of practice and study tours on safety nets, and 
their views on the establishment of a regional mechanism for training and exchange and its possible 
modalities. As has already been noted in Chapter 1, there were 109 questionnaire respondents in 
seven countries, of whom 73 were from government ministries, departments and agencies, 14 from 
NGOs and 22 from development partners. Meetings were also held with organizations currently 
engaged in the management of communities of practice and the delivery of training courses on social 
protection or cash transfers, to discuss their experience.  

In this chapter, Section 3.1 provides information on the thematic priorities for development of 
expertise on safety nets, as indicated by the questionnaire respondents. Section 3.2 provides 
information on the sources of training, communities of practice and study tours on safety nets 
currently or previously available to safety net actors in the sub-region and information on the extent 
to which these actors have had access to them in practice. Finally, Section 3.3 assesses the utility 
and options for developing a regional mechanism for strengthening expertise on safety nets in the 
ECOWAS countries, based on the views and preferences expressed by the actors interviewed during 
the study, while also taking into account the experience of other such mechanisms to date and the 
practical requirements for setting up, financing and managing a regional mechanism.  

3.1 Priorities for developing expertise 

The general view of those interviewed was that capacity development has to begin from scratch. In 
the words of a Nigerian respondent, ‘there is a complete lack of basic capacity in the administration, 
setting up, design, management, evaluation and development of policies on social protection and 
safety nets’. Others, however, argued that capacity building needed to go beyond generalities and 
equip practitioners with the technical know-how needed to design and manage effective 
programmes. One interviewee, working in a senior position within government, noted that officials 
were not equipped to assess the proposals being made by development partners in this field, and 
stressed the need to begin at the general level and then ‘cascade down’ through more technical 
training. 

The questionnaire responses and open discussions indicated, in fact, that there are needs at both 
the general and technical levels. General awareness raising about the nature of safety nets and their 
social and economic impacts is especially important for those making high-level policy decisions or 
holding the purse-strings (for example, in Ministries of Planning and Finance), while more technical 
knowledge is critical for those involved directly in designing and managing programmes. 

To assess needs in greater detail, the questionnaire asked respondents to rank the importance they 
attached to development of expertise on 21 thematic topics relevant to the design, management, 
coordination and financing of safety nets. The ranking was on a scale of 0 to 5, where 0 indicates 
zero priority and 5 indicates maximum priority. Table 3.1 provides the results (average scores) of 
this ranking exercise. 

Table 3.1 Priority themes for learning  

Scale from 0 (no priority) to 5 (maximum priority); number of respondents = 109 
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Average 

score 

Monitoring and evaluation of safety net programmes 4.61 

Targeting methods 4.50 

Design of social safety net programmes 4.35 

Social and economic impacts of safety nets 4.34 

Budgeting and financial analysis of safety nets 4.31 

Undertaking diagnostic studies on social protection systems 4.25 

General introduction to social protection and safety nets 4.24 

Safety nets and nutrition 4.20 

Promotion of resilience and graduation 4.20 

Safety nets and food security 4.19 

Value for money (cost-effectiveness and cost-efficiency) 4.11 

Beneficiary registers 4.10 

Safety nets and emergencies 4.03 

Payment mechanisms (for cash transfers) 4.01 

Safety nets and environmental risks 3.98 

Case management and referral systems 3.96 

Grievance mechanisms 3.91 

Labour intensive public works 3.91 

Rationales for transfers in cash or kind 3.86 

Setting the transfer amount 3.83 

Conditionality in safety net programmes 3.60 

Source: Responses to study questionnaire.  

The respondents accorded a high priority to developing knowledge in all the thematic areas.  There 
was an average score of more than 4.00 for 14 of the topics, while the lowest average score (on the 
topic of ‘conditionality in safety net programmes’) was still quite high, at 3.60. The clear message is 
that a comprehensive programme of competence development would need to encompass all the 
thematic areas listed. The reason for this is simply the fact that safety net programmes are quite new 
in all the countries visited and there is not yet a critical mass of expertise.   

While all the themes received a high average score, it is worth noting the top five topics: 

 ‘Monitoring and evaluation of safety net programmes’ scored the highest (4.61), reflecting 
awareness of the importance of evidence on programmes’ performance and results for 
securing the political support for building stronger social protection systems. 

 ‘Targeting methods’ also scored very high (4.50), not surprisingly given the challenges that 
all the safety net programmes face in defining target groups and then designing and 
implementing efficient mechanisms for identifying beneficiaries (see Section 2.4). 

 ‘Design of social safety net programmes’ (4.35) may have scored high because of its general 
nature, reflecting the need for actors to be aware of the wide range of issues that have to be 
taken into account in designing such programmes. 
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 ‘Social and economic impacts of safety nets’ (4.34) are of interest because of the role that 
safety nets play in contributing to poverty reduction, resilience to shocks, human capital 
development, redistribution and improved productivity – in short, their relevance to a wide 
development agenda. 

 ‘Budgeting and financial analysis of safety nets’ (4.31) is critical for actors concerned about 
the sustainable financing of scaled-up safety net programmes in a context where, in most of 
the countries, safety nets are still receiving a very small share of government budget 
allocations and there is heavy dependence on short to medium term donor financing. 

Some respondents added themes not listed. In Benin, for example, communication in safety net 
programmes was mentioned as an important topic, because of the importance of effective outreach 
to communities about eligibility, transfer amounts, payments procedures and other aspects of 
programme implementation.  

In Ghana and Nigeria, it was pointed out that the list of themes included in the questionnaire did not 
explicitly include broader ‘systems’ issues, such as the linkages and complementarity of different 
types of programmes within the broad social protection system, the development of national social 
protection policies and strategies, and coordination among the different actors involved. This was a 
limitation of the list of themes in the questionnaire, which was focused on programmes rather than 
broader systems. However, it would be fair to argue that many of the specific themes, such as those 
on diagnostics of poverty and vulnerability, targeting, value for money, and monitoring and 
evaluation, are as relevant to systems as they are to individual programmes.  

It might also be argued that the list of themes was biased towards those relevant in particular to one 
kind of safety net programme, namely those providing regular, predictable cash and near-cash 
transfers to households. This tended to obscure other types of social transfers that are of interest to 
governments in the sub-region, such as school feeding, which some felt warranted specific attention.  

3.2 Existing mechanisms for knowledge exchange and training on 
safety nets 

The ECOWAS proposal to set up a regional mechanism for knowledge exchange and training on 
safety nets needs to take into account the extent to which actors involved in designing, managing, 
coordinating and financing these programmes have already had access to other existing facilities of 
this nature. The questionnaire therefore sought information about actors’ past or present access to 
training, communities of practice and study tours on safety nets. 

Very few of those interviewed had had formal, long-term training in areas related to safety nets or 
social protection. The percentages indicated in Table 3.2 for those with Masters, Bachelors or 
professional/technical training are somewhat misleading, as the subjects concerned are in most 
cases quite far removed from safety nets or social transfers. For example, most of those responding 
‘yes’ to professional/technical training (16%) were graduates of training courses for social workers, 
which in West Africa rarely if ever include modules on safety nets or social transfers. A very small 
number of West Africans have taken the specialized Masters programmes on Social Protection 
offered at the University of Mauritius (see Section 3.3.6), the University of Maastricht, in the 
Netherlands, and the University of Bonn, in Germany. 

Of more relevance for our purpose are the results for participation in short-term training courses, 
communities of practice and study tours on safety nets or social protection. The information provided 
shows that, in our sample of 109 national level actors involved directly or indirectly with safety net 
programmes, more than four fifths had had at least some exposure to a learning opportunity of one 
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of these kinds: 87.5% had either taken a short term course, participated in a community of practice 
or gone on a study tour. Almost half of the respondents (46%) said they had participated in a 
community of practice on safety nets, almost as many (44%) had taken one or more short term 
training courses on safety nets or social protection, and just over a third (37%) had been on a study 
tour to learn from safety net experience in other countries.  

Table 3.2 Participation in training or knowledge exchange mechanisms  

  
% of respondents 

(n = 109) 

Education/training in social protection, safety nets or related fields    

   Masters or higher 12.3 

   Bachelors 4.7 

   Professional/technical training 16.0 

   Short-term courses 44.3 

Participation in communities of practice on social protection or safety nets 45.9 

Participation in study tours to other countries on social protection or safety nets 36.7 

Participation in at least 1 short-term course, community of practice or study tour 87.5 

Source: Responses to study questionnaire.  

3.2.1 Communities of practice 

Almost half of the respondents (46%) said they had participated in a community of practice on safety 
nets. In a few cases these were national level coordination structures rather than mechanisms for 
cross-country exchange of information, experience and best practices. However, the vast majority 
(43 out of 50 individuals) belonged to the Community of Practice on Cash Transfers (CoP), 
established and managed by the World Bank, with some additional support from UNICEF.   

This is the main existing mechanism for knowledge exchange on safety nets across African 
countries, set up in December 2011. Because of language difficulties and at the request of several 
countries, a specific francophone group within the CoP was created in July 2013. Overall, 30 African 
countries are participating in the two anglophone and francophone components of the CoP. There 
are eight ECOWAS member-states among the 17 countries in the francophone CoP (Benin, Burkina 
Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Mali, Niger, Senegal and Togo) and four ECOWAS member-states in 
the anglophone CoP (Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria and Sierra Leone).  

The two networks aim to provide a forum for the exchange of experience among senior managers 
of cash transfer programmes and officials of the sponsoring ministries, in order to strengthen their 
technical capacity to design and manage these programmes and build stronger social protection 
systems. Approximately once a quarter, each network holds an online videoconference meeting to 
discuss themes such as targeting methods, the scale-up of pilot programmes, payment systems, 
conditionality, single registries and management information systems. Each of the CoP networks 
holds an annual physical meeting for face-to-face exchanges among its members. The francophone 
CoP held its last annual meeting in Niamey, Niger, in April 2015. 

The World Bank and UNICEF act as facilitators and provide the necessary logistics: a website, 
videoconference facilities in the World Bank country offices, and a forum for written exchanges. In 
the case of the French CoP, the network is managed by two experts at the World Bank headquarters 
in Washington, one of whom is full-time, and one expert at the UNICEF regional office for West and 
Central Africa, in Dakar. These two development partners also pay for members of the networks to 
attend the annual physical meetings. 
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The sponsoring organizations have described this ‘horizontal cooperation’ as a ‘valuable mechanism 
for learning at a very low financial cost, making it possible for members to adapt the lessons learned 
by others to their own context’ (World Bank and UNICEF 2015). The main limitation is that the CoP 
consists almost entirely of the staff of project management units of World Bank supported cash 
transfer projects and officials of the ministries sponsoring these projects. The CoP largely acts as a 
forum for exchange of practical experience among those involved, directly or indirectly, in managing 
projects that are similar in design. Those involved in cash transfer projects following somewhat 
different models, such as the nutrition-focused Child Development Grant Programme in Nigeria or 
the seasonal cash transfer projects implemented by NGOs in the countries of the Sahel, are not 
involved. Nor are those engaged in other types of safety net interventions such as school feeding, 
girls scholarship programmes, health sector fee exemptions or the distribution of subsidized 
agricultural inputs.  

Servicing a rather different audience, the Cash Learning Partnership (CaLP) provides a 
mechanism for exchange among NGOs and other humanitarian actors managing cash transfers (or 
near-cash assistance in the form of vouchers) in an emergency context and, especially in the Sahel, 
during the lean period before harvests. CaLP is an international initiative, financed by development 
partners, including the UK’s Department for International Development. It describes itself as a 
partnership involving about 150 organizations and more than 5,000 individuals working in the 
humanitarian sector. CaLP has a secretariat in the United Kingdom and regional teams in West 
Africa, East Africa, Asia and North America. The team for West Africa is based in Dakar.  

In addition to providing training courses (see below), CaLP runs a series of discussion groups, in 
English and French, to promote the exchange of experience across countries and the dissemination 
of best practices, and makes available to its members online a range of resource materials, including 
a newsletter and case studies. During the mission, CaLP expressed its interest in being associated 
with the ECOWAS/RAAF initiative.  

Along with the NGO Catholic Relief Services (CRS), CaLP is also managing the Regional Cash 
Working Group in West Africa. This group, which brings together representatives from several 
NGOs and UN agencies with regional offices in Dakar, meets roughly once every two months to 
share practical lessons from experience in implementing emergency and seasonal cash transfers.11 
Cash working groups also exist at a national level, mainly in the Sahel and the countries that were 
affected by the Ebola crisis. 

Within the Cash Working Groups, there is sometimes also a more closely knit  ‘alliance’ of the NGO 
partners of ECHO involved in seasonal cash transfers. These alliances were set up after the food 
and nutritional crisis in the Sahel in 2012, with a view to harmonizing approaches and tools and 
sharing best practices, and currently exist in six countries: Burkina Faso, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, 
Senegal and Chad. They held their first regional workshop, in Niamey, in December 2015, which 
proposed the creation of a platform for knowledge sharing among the members of the alliances in 
the six countries. 

3.2.2 Training courses 

Overall, 44% of questionnaire respondents reported that they had taken a short-term training course 
on safety nets or social protection. Some of these courses have been global courses offered 
regularly by international organizations or training institutions. These include the Social Safety Nets 
Core Course, offered by the World Bank Institute in Washington, social protection courses provided 

                                                
11 This working group includes several international agencies (ECHO, OCHA, WFP, UNHCR and FAO) as well 
as NGOs, such as ACTED, Save the Children, Oxfam, Action Against Hunger (ACF), Catholic Relief Services 
(CRS) and the Red Cross.  



Regional Synthesis Report 

33 9 March 2016 © Oxford Policy 

Management  
 

by the International Labour Organization (ILO) at its International Training Centre in Turin, Italy, 
and annual courses on cash transfers (in English only) provided by the Economic Policy Research 
Institute (EPRI) in Cape Town, South Africa, and Chiang-Mai, Thailand.  

The African Institute for Economic Development and Planning (IDEP) and the Cash Learning 
Partnership (CaLP) provide regional courses, within Africa.  

IDEP, a pan-African training institution of the UN Economic Commission for Africa, based in Dakar 
since 1962, has been offering annually (since 2011) a 15-day professional development course on 
Social Policy for Development Planners, in English and French, which includes modules on safety 
nets and social security. About 25 persons from across Africa take the course each year.  The next 
course is scheduled for August 2016. 

CaLP is one of the main organizations involved in providing short-term training courses on cash 
transfers in the sub-region, although specifically from a humanitarian angle. Its courses include a 
three-day introductory course on cash transfers, a five-day ‘level 2’ course and a specialized course 
on market analysis, which provides humanitarian actors with the tools needed to ascertain whether 
markets are functioning well enough to absorb the cash injected into communities and in return 
provide commodities without creating inflationary pressures. The training programme for 2016 in 
West Africa includes a level 2 course in Burkina Faso (11-15 April) and a market analysis course (28 
March – 1 April).  CaLP is also introducing distance-learning courses, for example on electronic 
transfers and on the protection of beneficiary data, and engages in the training of trainers. It can also 
provide tailor-made courses to meet more specific requirements at national level. While CaLP 
focuses on the specific needs of humanitarian actors, it is noteworthy that it plans to develop 
guidelines and a training module on the links between humanitarian transfers and social protection 
systems. 

Development partners have also sponsored and often directly delivered various one-off short-term 
training courses on social protection at the national level. UNICEF has been particularly active in 
that respect, organizing a series of week-long introductory training courses on social protection for 
government officials in several countries, including Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Niger, Nigeria and 
(in partnership with the World Bank) Senegal. In the case of Nigeria, UNICEF delivered these 
introductory courses in nine of the 36 states (Anambra, Cross River, Delta, Kebbi, Lagos, Ogun, 
Osun, Niger and Sokoto) in 2013-2015, as well as holding a training workshop on costing social 
protection for the National Planning Commission and researchers from the Nigerian Institute of 
Economic and Social Research (NISER). Both EPRI and CaLP have also been hired (by Save the 
Children and the Cash Working Group respectively) to deliver national level training workshops in 
Nigeria. 

Overall, there has clearly been a considerable amount of short-term training on social protection and 
safety nets in the sub-region. However, this has tended, with a few exceptions, to be introductory in 
nature and to be heavily dependent not only on donor financing but also on facilitators/trainers from 
outside the region (or expatriate specialists on the staff of donor agency offices in the countries).  

At the national level, Ghana appears to be the only country in the ECOWAS sub-region with some 
existing institutional capacity and experience in the design and delivery of training programmes on 
social protection. The Centre for Social Policy Studies (CSPS) at the University of Ghana, Legon, 
which was set up in 1996, has been delivering an annual three-week course on social protection 
since 2014. This is fee-paying (about USD 500 per participant), but demand is high, with many 
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participants’ fees paid by development partners. There were 44 participants in the 2015 course, 
coming from government ministries, NGOs, trade unions and other organizations.12  

3.2.3 Study tours 

Just over a third of the questionnaire respondents (37%) had been on at least one study tour to learn 
from safety net or social protection experience in another country. The most popular country to visit 
has been Brazil, whose experience has been attracting wide interest globally, including in West 
Africa. No less than one tenth of the questionnaire respondents had visited Brazil on study tours 
supported by the World Bank and UNICEF (on Bolsa Família and Brazil’s broader social protection 
system) or the World Food Programme (on Brazil’s experience with school feeding), both in 2014.13 
The research team also found individuals who had been on study tours to China (Dibao programme) 
and Pakistan (Benazir Bhutto Income Support Programme). 

However, many of the study tours have been within Africa, including a significant number of missions 
within the ECOWAS sub-region itself, to learn from experience in countries with a similar social, 
economic and political context. The main countries visited have been Niger (linked partly to the fact 
that the francophone CoP meeting in 2015 took place in Niamey), Ghana (to study the pioneering 
LEAP programme), Ethiopia (to study the largest labour-intensive public works programme in Africa, 
the Productive Safety Nets Programme) and South Africa, which has the most developed non-
contributory social protection system in Sub-Saharan Africa. Other countries visited include Burkina 
Faso, Cameroon, Congo-Brazzaville, Djibouti, Mali, Mauritania, Rwanda, Senegal, Tanzania and 
Togo. Most of these study tours have been supported by the World Bank, through the Bank’s safety 
net projects, and have been designed to enable the managers of these projects and officials in the 
sponsoring ministries to learn from the experience of similar Bank-financed projects elsewhere in 
Africa.  

3.3 Options for a regional mechanism to strengthen expertise on 
safety nets 

3.3.1 Broad views on the utility of a regional mechanism 

There was universal support, among the different actors met during the country missions, for the 
idea of setting up a mechanism in the ECOWAS sub-region for developing the technical capacity of 
social protection or safety net actors. There was felt to be a great need for this in all the countries, 
since the programmes are recent, systems are still weak and there is not yet a critical mass of 
expertise. A regional mechanism could help actors in the different countries learn from the 
experience of their peers across the region, where the social, cultural and economic conditions are 
fairly similar – albeit with some differences between Anglophone and Francophone countries and 

                                                
12 CSPS also has Masters and PhD programmes in Social Policy, which includes a social protection 
component, and is a member of the Partnership for African Social and Governance Research (PASGR), based 
in Nairobi. CSPS is able to draw on resource persons from other parts of the University of Ghana, including 
the Institute for Statistical, Social and Economic Research (ISSER), which is one of the leading social science 
research centres in West Africa and has been involved in the impact evaluation of the LEAP cash transfer 
programme in collaboration with the University of North Carolina. 

13 It is worth noting that technical cooperation between Brazil and Ghana played an important role in the design 
of the LEAP programme in Ghana. Another sign of Brazilian influence in the sub-region was an international 
seminar on social protection held in Dakar in April 2015 under the auspices of the African Union, the United 
Nations Development Programme and the governments of Brazil and Senegal.  
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between the coastal and Sahelian countries. Language was not seen as an insuperable problem, 
but would require investments in interpreters and translators.  

The existence of other mechanisms and facilities for the development of expertise on safety nets, 
such as the CoP, CaLP, international training courses and various one-off national training courses 
and study tours, was not cited by anyone as a reason for not setting up a regional exchange and 
training mechanism.  

Various reasons were given. First, the existing communities of practice are limited to particular types 
of safety nets or methodologies and to specific groups of actors: in the case of the CoP, the 
managers of projects financed or co-financed by the World Bank and some senior civil servants from 
the parent ministries; and, in that of the CaLP, those managing cash transfers in an emergency 
context or during the lean season. These networks have the advantage of responding to the 
operational needs of their respective participants, who are involved in similar types of activities and 
face common challenges. But they do not provide a framework for wider exchanges involving all the 
actors involved in the social protection system, or its non-contributory branch. 

Some actors argued that a broader, more open and neutral approach is needed, so that actors are 
exposed to a wider range of options and experience. In Côte d’Ivoire, for example, it was suggested 
that the regional mechanism should not focus exclusively on developing operational expertise for 
the management of cash transfers and labour-intensive public works, but should develop the 
capacity of governments to build their broader social protection systems, or at least the non-
contributory side of those systems. This would enable state actors to deepen their understanding of 
social protection and make more informed strategic decisions about the choice of approaches and 
types of programmes. It was suggested that this is particularly important in a context where there is 
not yet a real consensus in West African countries on how to build an appropriate social protection 
system and where national actors have to contend with advice from development partners 
advocating divergent approaches reflecting their specific mandates and conceptions. Some actors 
also thought that a capacity development framework rooted in the ECOWAS sub-region would be 
more attuned to the challenges of developing stronger social protection systems in the specific 
economic, social and political context of West African countries. 

Second, regarding training, there was a general consensus that the courses available at a global 
level and on ad hoc basis nationally were not adequate. Most were introductory in nature. The 
national courses depended on sporadic initiatives by development partners. Places in the global 
courses are limited and expensive. As for the two structured mechanisms operating in the region, 
the CoP does not engage in training and the CaLP’s training programme is limited to the elementary 
needs of humanitarian actors. There is no structured, comprehensive programme of specialized 
training on safety nets sensitive to the social and economic context in the region. 

Third, several actors expressed doubts about the sustainability of the existing donor-financed and 
managed communities of practice and training courses. They were not sure how long this support 
would last and felt that the region should take in hand its own capacity building needs. 

Finally, several of those interviewed argued that, if ECOWAS took the lead, it would provide a better 
chance of buy-in from the member-states. This would be important for the success and sustainability 
of the capacity building mechanism itself, and would also help to strengthen the political commitment 
to safety net systems and programmes, which is still perceived to be weak in most of the countries. 

3.3.2 The target audience 

It was generally understood that the objective of an ECOWAS exchange and training mechanism 
would be to develop critical expertise among actors operating at the national level, in particular the 
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ministries responsible for social safety net programmes, senior and mid-level national programme 
staff, social protection coordination bodies, ministries of planning and finance, other interested state 
actors (e.g. food security commissariats, ministries of education, health, agriculture, etc., nutrition 
agencies, the Presidency, Prime Minister’s Office), parliamentarians, NGOs involved in safety net 
programmes, and the national staff of development partner agencies providing financial or technical 
assistance to safety net programmes.  

The private sector would be a less relevant audience, as private sector operators are acting 
essentially as contractors and are not involved in overall programme design and management or the 
building of broader social protection systems. These include banks, mobile telephone companies, 
post offices and micro-finance institutions involved in the delivery of transfer payments, as well as 
some private sector organizations (as well as NGOs) involved in complementary activities to promote 
the eventual ‘graduation’ of transfer beneficiaries. 

The regional mechanism would also not be well placed to develop the skills of the local level staff of 
organizations involved in the delivery of safety net programmes. They too need capacity 
development, but of a different nature, focusing on operational tasks for implementation in the field. 
This requires the design and rollout of national training courses, based on the manuals of procedures 
of national safety net programmes, to reach hundreds or even thousands of staff in each country. 

In the specific case of Nigeria, however, it was stressed by several actors that capacity building 
needed to take into account the country’s federal nature. The 36 states are, in the words of one 
actor, ‘almost like countries’, with their own authority to adopt policies and set up programmes, and 
with budgets to finance them. It would therefore be essential to involve policy-makers and senior 
programme managers from state governments, and not just the federal level, in the regional initiative 
proposed by ECOWAS.  

3.3.3 Preferences regarding possible modalities 

The respondents to the questionnaire were asked to indicate their preferences regarding the types 
of activities that the regional mechanism could support. In particular, they were asked if they favoured 
setting up an ECOWAS community of practice on safety nets, a programme of short-term training 
courses and/or a Masters level course to train a core of experts. They were also asked some 
questions on the modalities that a community of practice or a programme of short-term training 
courses might best adopt, and they were invited to suggest any other types of activities in which the 
regional mechanism might usefully engage. 

As can be seen in Table 3.3, there was near unanimous support for both a community of practice 
(94% in favour) and short-term training courses (99%). Support for a Masters programme was 
somewhat less but still very high (80%). 

Some other suggestions were made. These included: 

 Setting up an online repository of safety net resource materials from the different countries 
and internationally, to facilitate access to documents, literature and data; 

 Undertaking peer reviews of social protection systems or programmes, to enable countries 
to benefit from the expertise available in other countries in the sub-region. 
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Table 3.3 Preferences regarding modalities for a regional capacity building 
mechanism 

  
% of respondents 

 (n = 109) 

Community of practice 93.6 

Modalities   

   a. Virtual meetings (« webinars ») 50.5 

   b. Regional physical meetings 86.2 

   c. Forum for written exchanges 39.4 

Short-term training courses 99.1 

Types of courses:   

   a. A single integrated course 33.0 

   b. A menu of options of specialized modules 69.7 

Modalities:   

   a. Online training only 9.2 

   b. Face-to-face training only  26.6 

   c. Combination of the two  63.3 

Regional Masters programme in Social Protection 79.8 
Source: Responses to study questionnaire.  

3.3.4 Community of practice 

As has been noted above, the idea of establishing an ECOWAS community of practice, for the 
exchange of knowledge, experience and information among safety net actors in the sub-region, was 
strongly supported. 94% of the questionnaire respondents were in favour. The existence of the CoP 
and CaLP networks was not seen as negating the need for an ECOWAS community of practice, 
because the former were regarded as being too narrowly focused on specific types of safety nets 
and their related methodologies, with correspondingly limited groups of participants, and too 
dependent on donor sponsors. ECOWAS could set up and manage a broader community of practice 
that would be better rooted in the region, provide a forum for actors to engage in more wide-ranging 
discussions about safety net approaches, methodologies and experiences, and help states to make 
strategic choices. The Southern African Social Protection Experts Network (SASPEN) provides an 
example of this type of broad and open community of practice.14  

Regarding the specific modalities of a community of practice, which are not mutually exclusive, 51% 
favoured virtual meetings (online webinars), 86% physical (face-to-face) regional meetings and 39% 
a forum for written exchanges. These are the modalities already used by the CoP. Government 
officials in some countries were uncomfortable about online modalities and cited various obstacles 
such as low Internet speed and power outages. One interviewee in Nigeria commented that reliance 
on online modalities would risk ‘disenfranchising’ some actors in government. Others, however, were 
strongly in favour of online forums, as they are more flexible, making it possible to hold regular 
sessions (once a quarter in the case of the CoP) at low cost. In practice, the implementation of the 
webinar approach depends on access to reliable videoconference facilities, which in the case of the 
CoP are provided by the World Bank’s country offices.  

                                                
14 SASPEN was set up in 2012 as a forum for exchange and dialogue among government officials, academics 
and consultants working on social protection in the SADC countries. Information on SASPEN can be found at 
www.saspen.org. 

http://www.saspen.org/
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A critical ingredient for success is the professional facilitation of a community of practice, especially 
if this is to include regular online sessions, a website and a forum for written exchanges, as well as 
physical meetings. This requires the hiring of one or more full-time social protection experts to 
manage the network and provide it with a clear direction, technically, in both English and French. 
Whether management and facilitation should be located in the ECOWAS Commission or RAAF, or 
outsourced to a more specialized service provider, perhaps jointly with the training programmes, is 
a practical issue to be addressed at the next stage of designing the regional mechanism.  

3.3.5 Short-term training courses 

The almost unanimous support for a regional programme of short-term training courses reflects the 
fact that the existing courses are not sufficient to meet the needs for real expertise in the design and 
management of safety net programmes and the building of social protection systems in the sub-
region. The existing courses are either offered on an ad hoc basis within countries, usually at the 
whim of individual development partners, or are difficult and expensive to access at a global level. 
Most are introductory in nature and/or are focused on the needs of specific types of actors, such as 
the NGOs managing humanitarian cash transfers.  

While a third of questionnaire respondents (33%) opted for a single integrated course on safety nets, 
more than two thirds (70%) endorsed the idea of a menu of specialized training modules, which 
could build skills in a range of different thematic areas flexibly over a period of time. These two 
approaches are not of course mutually exclusive, as it would be possible to have a core course, 
covering the basics, and then a series of more specialized optional courses. In fact, this would 
probably be the most practical approach. This dovetails with the idea, expressed by many actors, 
that training is needed at two levels: first, a general introductory course, to lay the foundations of 
knowledge, for a large number of actors; and, second, a series of more specialized technical training 
modules for those involved directly in the design and management of safety net programmes. 

Regional cooperation would provide the economies of scale needed to design and deliver these 
courses, and especially the more specialized modules, in a cost-efficient way. It would be extremely 
difficult and costly, if not impossible, to do this separately in each country. 

As with the community of practice, there was interest in both online and face-to-face training formats. 
Almost two thirds of questionnaire respondents (63%) wanted a combined approach, using both 
modalities. Only 9% wanted online training alone, and only 27% wanted face-to-face training alone. 
The mixed approach has a number of advantages, combining the lower costs and greater flexibility 
of distance learning for part of the training with the advantages of bringing participants together for 
more participatory learning and exchanges between countries. By sequencing the face-to-face 
sessions after distance learning, it is possible also to incentivize participants to take the training 
seriously, requiring for example a minimum grade at the distance learning stage to qualify for and 
justify the costs of travel to a physical training location. 

The main practical challenge that would have to be faced is that there is little existing expertise within 
the sub-region that could be marshalled to design and deliver a programme of short-term training 
courses on safety nets or social protection. While drawing on the limited academic expertise 
available, for example at CSPS in Ghana, the training programme could also make use of a few 
individual experts on the staff of some government ministries, donor agencies and NGOs in the sub-
region. However, it would almost certainly be necessary to hire in experts from outside the sub-
region to teach many of the modules.  

It is premature to speculate as to how this training programme might be managed. It might be 
outsourced to training institutions within the sub-region, but clearly they could not rely entirely (or 
even mainly) on their in-house staff for design and delivery, and would have to use a networking 
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approach, drawing on expertise from elsewhere, as is the common practice for some existing 
regional training institutions, such as IDEP and the Centre d’Etudes Supérieures en Gestion 
(CESAG), in Dakar.15 

A related issue is whether face-to-face course modules should be offered separately in English and 
French, or in a bilingual format, as is often the practice at IDEP, for example. While English-only and 
French-only courses might be more practical in some respects, there could be a substantive 
advantage in bringing English and French speaking participants together, as this would promote 
exchange between countries with somewhat different traditions. 

3.3.6 Masters level training in social protection 

About 80% of the questionnaire respondents also favoured the establishment of a regional Masters 
programme on Social Protection as a way to develop a core of higher-level experts. Arguably, this 
would be useful not only to produce well-trained managers for safety net programmes and social 
protection systems in the sub-region, but also to develop academic expertise in this field and 
potentially a cadre of potential trainers for the short-term courses. 

A programme like this has existed for the Anglophone African countries since 2010 at the University 
of Mauritius (UoM). Supported by ILO, the German GIZ and Canada’s International Development 
Research Centre (IDRC), this MSc in Social Protection Financing has so far trained about 150 
African students, mainly mid-career professionals. The programme has provided about 20 
scholarships a year to cover travel costs, provide a living allowance and waive academic fees for the 
participants, who spend one full year on site at UoM.  

The overwhelming majority of students have come from English-speaking countries in East and 
Southern Africa, but there have been a few from Ghana, Liberia, Sierra Leone and Nigeria. For 
example, Ghana’s Ministry of Gender, Children and Social Protection sponsored one student to take 
this MSc programme in 2015/16. In 2010, the University of Mauritius ran a parallel programme in 
French, but this was abandoned after only one year, due to low demand at the time. As a result, 
there has been no French language Masters level programme for the past five years, while 
participation from West Africa in the Anglophone UoM programme has been quite limited. 

The 20% of questionnaire respondents who did not support the establishment of a Masters 
programme expressed concerns about the cost and the risk that some of those taking the 
programme might not subsequently put their knowledge to use in their future jobs – or, in the case 
of those already working in government, might not return to their previous jobs. This risk is real and 
implies that, when planning such programmes, allowance has to be made for a certain level of 
attrition. It might also be possible to lower costs by using distance-learning methods to teach at least 
part of the programme. As in the case of short-term training, the lack of expertise within the sub-
region to teach a Masters level programme poses some serious challenges, as it did at UoM, where 
there has been high dependence on external teachers. An additional complication is that it is quite 
difficult, although not impossible, to source social protection experts able to teach at Masters level 
in French.   

                                                
15 CESAG is a public institution specialized in training, consultancy and research in management, set up in 
1985 by the Banque Centrale des Etats de l’Afrique de l’Ouest (BCEAO) for UEMOA. CESAG has six 
specialized schools, offering undergraduate and Masters programmes as well as short-term professional 
training courses. Its network of external resource persons allows CESAG to deliver courses in a wide range of 
fields. In its Health Management School, for example, CESAG currently offers 9 different short-term courses, 
of 1 to 3 weeks each, on themes ranging from ‘performance based financing’ to ‘impact evaluation of health 
programmes’, as well as a Master in Health Economics. 
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4 Conclusions 

Interest in building long-term national safety-net programmes, as part of strengthened social 
protection systems, is growing across West Africa, as governments are becoming increasingly aware 
of the role such programmes can play in reducing poverty, building social cohesion, strengthening 
vulnerable households’ resilience to shocks, and developing human capital, among other potential 
benefits. Most countries have adopted national social protection strategies or policies, and action 
plans to implement them, and policy commitments are being carried over into national development 
plans and reinforced by the emphasis given to safety nets in the AGIR initiative. Although the 
financial data are limited, there is also evidence from at least some countries that spending on safety 
nets is rising.  

New types of programmes have been emerging – long-term, regular and predictable cash transfers 
to extreme poor households, seasonal cash transfers to households vulnerable to food and 
nutritional insecurity, labour-intensive public works, ‘home-grown’ school feeding linked to local 
markets, health fee waivers and, on the contributory side of social protection, attempts to set up 
national health insurance schemes. 

The rise of national programmes providing regular and predictable cash transfers is one of the most 
striking developments, as these existed nowhere in the ECOWAS sub-region (apart from Cape 
Verde) before the late 2000s and have mostly been set up in the past five years. Most of these 
programmes are still small, in terms of their coverage of the extreme poor (or the first quintile), and 
most are still not yet national in scope, but restricted geographically to a few particularly poor regions 
or districts. However, in two cases, Senegal’s PNBSF and Ghana’s LEAP, the programmes are 
becoming much larger, reaching a substantial proportion of the extreme poor, and several others are 
beginning to scale up. 

The programmes are facing a range of challenges, including issues about appropriate targeting 
mechanisms (with several different methods being used and sometimes combined), about whether 
or not to link transfers to behavioural conditions, about the promotion of self-reliance and 
‘graduation’, about payments mechanisms, and about financing, among others. There is also 
growing interest in going beyond a narrow programme or project approach to build stronger, more 
coherent social protection systems, with shared mechanisms such as common targeting and single 
registries, but with considerable uncertainty about the robustness and long-term viability of these, as 
well as difficulties in harmonizing the shock-based approaches of the resilience agenda with the 
methods being used by safety net programmes for long-term poverty reduction.   

The importance of these issues and the fact that experience in this field is so recent in the ECOWAS 
countries make it especially important to build a critical mass of expertise on safety nets in the sub-
region. There have been some limited opportunities to develop knowledge and skills through short-
term courses and study tours, as well as communities of practice. But to date the short-term training 
courses have been provided on an ad hoc basis within countries, or are difficult and expensive to 
access at the global level, and/or have rarely gone beyond the most elementary level. There is as 
yet no structured, training programme, offering both general and more advanced technical courses, 
to build up expertise in a systematic way in the sub-region. Furthermore, the existing communities 
of practice have been limited to specific types of safety net programmes or methods, and their 
corresponding actors, limiting the dialogue across the safety net (or social protection) community as 
a whole.  

For all these reasons, as well as concern about the sustainability of existing donor-sponsored 
initiatives and a desire to ensure stronger ownership by the national governments, all the national 
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actors met in the course of this study strongly supported the idea of an ECOWAS regional exchange 
and training initiative.  

This would include a community of practice, a programme of core and specialized short term training 
courses and, to build up a higher-level cadre of expertise, a Masters programme. These components 
would preferably use a mix of online methods (webinars, distance learning, e-forums and online 
resource materials) and physical modalities (regional meetings and face-to-face course modules). 

This exchange and training framework would focus on national level actors involved in the design, 
management, coordination and financing of safety net programmes, as well as those responsible for 
broader system development and policy-making. It is at this level that a regional initiative, providing 
economies of scale and opportunities for knowledge sharing across borders, would make most 
sense. 

There might be some concern about the operational capacity of ECOWAS to manage such a 
framework. However, there is no intrinsic need for ECOWAS to be directly responsible for managing 
a community of practice or designing and delivering training courses. These tasks could be 
outsourced to existing institutions in the region that are better placed to provide these kinds of 
services. More serious, although resolvable, issues concern the logistics of online mechanisms, such 
as access to videoconference facilities for webinars, as well as the financing of a regional framework, 
which might be as donor-dependent as the existing mechanisms for knowledge exchange and 
training.  

These issues will need to be addressed in a detailed feasibility study, which should propose a specific 
design for the mechanism and its different components, organizational arrangements and a budget.  

One final comment concerns the institutional responsibility for taking forward this initiative. Given the 
multisectoral nature of social protection, and its impacts in multiple domains (from the reduction of 
poverty and inequality to the strengthening of resilience to shocks and the development of human 
capital), it would be crucial for the ECOWAS Commission to involve all concerned departments in 
the planning and implementation of such a major undertaking. This clearly goes beyond the mandate 
of the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Water Resources, and a specialized agency like 
RAAF, and its counterparts in the member-states, namely the ministries of agriculture. While these 
bodies have a strong interest in the role of safety nets in developing the productivity of small farmers, 
and in strengthening the resilience of the rural poor to cope with shocks and periods of seasonal 
stress, as is correctly recognised by the AGIR initiative, they share this interest with other ECOWAS 
departments and government ministries with mandates in a range of other areas where social 
protection has important impacts.  

Furthermore, at country level the agriculture ministries and agencies are not usually responsible for 
the actual management of safety net programmes, apart from specific interventions such as 
agricultural input subsidies. It is therefore not practical or realistic for RAAF to be the agency within 
ECOWAS that takes the principal responsibility for building the technical capacity of the government 
agencies that are primarily in charge of these programmes. 

We strongly recommend that, when moving forward to the next stage of this process (the operational 
plan), RAAF engages with all interested departments of the ECOWAS Commission, including in 
particular the Department of Humanitarian and Social Affairs, which has core responsibility for social 
protection and is proposing to draft a Regional Social Protection Strategy. Indeed, the establishment 
and roll-out of the regional facility could be a key action in the regional strategy. 
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