
Executive summary
“Towards Adaptive Social Protection in Vanuatu” is 
a World Bank report featuring analysis of adaptive  
social protection in Vanuatu, including key findings  
and recommendations.

 
The growing frequency and severity of shocks caused 
by natural hazards and exacerbated by climate change 
is one of the main threats to economic prosperity, 
human capital, and wellbeing worldwide. An increasing 
body of evidence shows that the poor are most affected 
by shocks, with long-lasting impacts that undermine 
gains in human capital.1  Poverty imposes limits – not only 
to the way that households prepare for, cope with, and 
adapt to shocks – but also their ability to bounce back  
to a pre-shock state of wellbeing. This can create poverty 
traps that undermine poverty reduction.2 

This is highly relevant to Vanuatu, which has been 
assessed as the most exposed country to natural 
disasters in the world.3  Vanuatu is exposed to a variety 
of disasters including tropical cyclones, floods, droughts, 

volcanic activity, earthquakes, and tsunamis. During the  

 
last 36 months, the country has faced three tropical 
cyclones which compounded the economic hardships 
produced by COVID-19 and the Ukraine war. These shocks 
are disproportionally affecting the poorest and most 
disadvantaged households in Vanuatu.

Adaptive social protection (ASP)4 allows social 
protection interventions to help build the resilience  
of poor and vulnerable households by investing in  
their capacity to prepare for, cope with, and adapt to 
covariate shocks,5 ensuring that they do not fall (deeper) 
into poverty. It brings together social protection,6  disaster 
risk management, and climate change adaptation to 
leverage their respective contributions, ensuring that 
social protection systems are well equipped and flexible 
enough to adjust to changing circumstances and the 
needs of those affected when a shock occurs, by 
providing a timely and appropriate response.7 

While many countries around the world have adopted 
interventions to respond to shocks, the social 
protection system in Vanuatu remains in a nascent 
stage. This means that the country has developed  
some components of a social protection system, such as 
a basic social insurance scheme (the Vanuatu National 
Provident Fund) which aims to provide old-age pensions 
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for formal workers, but lacks an integrated approach. 
Currently there are a lack of policies to ensure that all 
individuals, including the vulnerable, are protected from 
hardship and inequality, and are able to access economic 
opportunities. 

Social protection is embedded in the core values of 
Vanuatu’s society, where mutual respect, sharing, and 
cooperation have been the foundation of a robust 
network of informal (community-based) safety nets 
among the population. While these mechanisms of 
mutual assistance play a critical and positive role in 
strengthening the social fabric of the country, they can 
have a limited impact in cases where an entire community 
is affected by a covariate shock, like a natural disaster. 

Against this context, the Government of Vanuatu has 
started a national policy dialogue, and the World Bank 
has been assigned as a partner to gradually develop 
an ASP system aligned with the National Disaster 
Recovery Framework. Since February 2021, the World 
Bank and the Government8 have engaged in an ASP 
policy dialogue9 to assist in supporting the country to 
achieve its development objectives, as reflected in the 
National Sustainable Development Plan 2016-2039 for 
Vanuatu.10 In June 2022, the Ministry of Finance and 
Economic Management, jointly with the Prime Minister’s 
Office, formally requested the World Bank to provide 
technical assistance to undertake a Situational Analysis 
on the integration of ASP in the national framework.

The World Bank’s Situation Analysis focused on  
four building blocks: programs (dimensions include  
programs and delivery systems); data and information 
(dimensions include social registries/databases and 
early warning systems); finance (dimensions include 
financial strategy and financial instruments); and 
institutional arrangements (dimensions include policy 
level and institutional level). The analysis aimed to: 
identify strengths, gaps, and viable options to inform the 
initial stage of the Vanuatu ASP Policy Framework to be 
developed under the Government’s leadership; and (ii) 
provide key ASP components to be integrated into the 
implementation of the National Disaster Recovery 
Framework. The methodology incorporated a gender 

lens and was tailored to the context of Vanuatu. It  
was implemented through a series of interviews and 
consultations with relevant government agencies, 
development partners, and civil society organizations – 
as well as desk reviews.

Key findings

The mapping and assessment process carried out 
shows that the overall levels of maturity of current ASP 
conditions for the four building blocks can be described 
mainly as “Nascent” with some dimensions in a 
“Latent” stage and one building block corresponding 
to the “Emerging” stage (Figure ES.1).

Vanuatu’s main strengths in establishing an integrated 
and robust approach to ASP are the current capacity 
conditions related to the finance building block. The 
Government has established a disaster risk financing 
approach focused on moving from a reactive to a 
proactive approach. It has proposed reforms to the 
Disaster Risk Management Act and the Public Finance 
and Economic Management Act – among them the 
need to establish a mix of financial instruments to 
enhance the ability to fund disaster preparedness and 
response activities through a more comprehensive 
approach.

The main challenges for establishing a robust ASP 
system are the absence of safety net programs and 
data and information systems to reach people in 
hardship. Currently, there are no permanent or transitory 
government safety net interventions aimed to enhance 
the resilience of people in hardship, such as cash transfers 
or livelihood creation/diversification programs. In turn, 
there are no databases and information systems in place 
(aside from the civil registry and national ID card) to 
identify and underpin operations to reach people in 
hardship in a post-disaster scenario.

Basic delivery systems and early warning systems exist 
and could be harnessed, refined, and improved to 
establish an ASP strategy and system. A Post Disaster 
Needs Assessments was implemented by the Government 
after TC Harold, including a household survey, which 
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Figure ES.1 Summary of capacity conditions for ASP in Vanuatu
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shows basic capacities to obtain information at a 
granular level after a shock. Another relevant experience 
is Oxfam’s cash transfer program that reached 4,000 
vulnerable families by providing a monthly cash transfer 
of VT 70,000 for six months through an e-voucher card 
which was instrumental in complementing existing 
informal social protection networks. On the other  
hand, the Vanuatu National Provident Fund has been 
developing and consolidating its delivery systems in 
recent years to be able to operate effectively and 
efficiently during both ordinary and emergency scenarios. 

Policy and institutional provisions for ASP are in place  
and could be enhanced to establish an ASP strategy 
and system. At the policy level, the National Disaster 
Recovery Framework includes a comprehensive strategy 
for disaster risk financing and potential social protection 
measures to build resilience of vulnerable groups. 
However, the Disaster Risk Management Act does not 
consider a role for social protection interventions in 
resilience-building and does not consider the recovery 
phase of the disaster risk management cycle. 

Options and recommendations

Based on the analysis of the country’s main strengths 
and gaps, the report presents two scenarios for ASP 
capacity enhancement: Basic and Optimal.

Basic scenario

This aims to establish the basic floor of operational 
conditions for ASP interventions in Vanuatu and consists 
of two components. First, addressing the two dimensions 
of the ASP building blocks that were assessed as having a 
“Latent” level of capacity (programs and social registries/
databases), in order to enhance them so they are able to 
transit to “Nascent” and “Emerging” within the next 3–5 
years. Second, carrying out basic tweaks to other building 
block dimensions in order to complement the basic floor 
of operational conditions for ASP interventions. 

With regards to programs, the aim is to establish an 
Emergency Cash Transfer Program targeting vulnerable 
groups, to deliver timely assistance in post-shock 
scenarios. Initially, there is a need to develop Emergency 
Cash Transfer Guidelines that can be followed by 
government agencies and domestic and international 
development partners (including UN agencies) so cash 
assistance efforts are coordinated, articulated, and not 
duplicated. To this end, the guidelines should establish 
clear provisions in terms of eligibility, identification, and 
targeting of potential beneficiaries, as well as payment/
cash transfer mechanisms and benefit amounts. This, 
along with existing data bases that could be leveraged 
by the Government, could contribute to creating and 
consolidating a data base that could eventually be 
developed into a social registry for disaster response.

A community cash-for-works program can be designed 
and piloted to support livelihoods of populations in 

hardship affected by disasters and, at the same time, 
enhance their resilience. Since the country is affected by 
recurrent shocks, this program could be implemented 
regularly (even during regular times and after disaster 
events) to help beneficiaries enhance the resilience of 
community infrastructure while, at same time, offering 
an alternative livelihood. It can be implemented in  
the areas affected by recent disasters, as well as areas 
prone to natural disasters. 

With regards to social registries and databases,  
an integrated beneficiary data platform can be 
progressively developed by following previous 
recommendations. Beneficiary information of the 
different shock-response interventions of development 
partners can be integrated and stored on this platform 
which, in turn, can be complemented with the data of 
beneficiaries of the cash-for-works program, based on a 
process of self-targeting, complemented by community 
targeting. This can eventually be the basis for the 
development of the Emergency Cash Transfer Program.

Finally, this scenario considers the implementation of 
basic tweaks to key features of other building block 
dimensions. This includes the need to: enhance warning 
capabilities of the multi-hazard early warning system in 
terms of timeliness and coverage, particularly for the 
outer islands and disaster-prone areas with high 
concentrations of people in hardship; link and earmark 
funds for ASP safety net interventions to all pre- and 
post-financial instruments, including the Emergency 
Fund; and establish a government agency that will be 
responsible for the implementation of the Emergency 
Cash Transfer Program, as well as the thematic cluster in 
which cross-sectoral coordination processes will take 
place.

Optimal scenario 

This aims to establish an extended floor of operational 
conditions for ASP interventions in Vanuatu. It consists 
of three components. First, fulfilling the enhancement 
recommendations from the basic scenario. Second, 
sustaining the improvement efforts for all components  
of the basic scenario so they can reach the “Emerging” 
stage. Third, addressing the three dimensions of the 
building blocks that were assessed as having a “Nascent” 
level of capacity (institutional arrangements, delivery 
systems, and early warning systems) in order to enhance 
them so they are able to transit to the “Emerging” level 
within 3–5 years.

In terms of programs, this scenario involves institu
tionalizing the Emergency Cash Transfer Program by 
putting in place the necessary policy and regulatory 
provisions to support its implementation. Likewise, 
there is a need to establish a clear budget line for the 
program, aligned with applicable financing policies  
and operational provisions. For the delivery system  
and the data/social registry components, a dedicated 
management information system should be developed 



for the Emergency Cash Transfer Program, as well as 
further investments for the development of a social 
registry which has targeting capacity. 

With regards to institutional arrangements, the aim is 
to establish robust policy grounds and enhance vertical 
and horizontal coordination mechanisms. There is a 
need to enhance the grounds for ASP in the Disaster 
Recovery Bill by including the role of safety net 
interventions to support the resilience of people in 
hardship, as well as to include an ASP Policy Framework in 
the National Disaster Risk Framework. In terms of 
coordination mechanisms, the recommendation is to 
take advantage of the Gender and Protection Thematic 
Cluster and Cash Working Group. Moving forward, there 
should be a focus on: (i) establishing a lead agency for 
ASP; (ii) making sure all relevant stakeholders are included 
(such as development partners); (iii) developing clear 
divisions of roles and responsibilities among participating 
agencies; (iv) replicating this framework at subnational 
level; and (v) developing the necessary regulating 
documents.

In terms of early warning systems, the aim is to enhance 
technical and operational components to implement 
effective and timely ASP interventions. It will be 
important to develop thresholds to trigger early action 
safety net support to people in hardship for hazards with 
slow progressions that have a particularly harsh impact 
on rural populations, such as La Niña and El Niño.

With regards to finance, the aim is to provide both 
policy grounds and implementation mechanisms to 
connect the Disaster Risk Financing Strategy with ASP 
interventions. Likewise, to establish regulatory provisions 

to link and earmark funds for ASP safety net interventions 
to all pre- and post-financial instruments, including  
the Emergency Fund. Finally, to expand the ex ante and 
ex post financial instruments by advancing parametric 
catastrophe risk insurance options for the country, with 
technical assistance and support from development 
partners.

Gender lens

Given that gender and its interaction with age greatly 
influence individuals’ vulnerability to various risks and 
opportunities, incorporating a gender lens into the ASP 
framework is crucial. Men and women experience 
different levels of exposure and vulnerability to shocks 
such as climate change, conflict, and economic 
downturns – with women facing specific lifecycle risks 
and societal barriers stemming from patriarchal norms 
and gender-based violence. Applying a gender lens to 
ASP involves considering gender-specific vulnerabilities, 
addressing gender gaps in accessing social protection 
programs, and mitigating the risks of gender-based 
violence during program delivery. This work should be 
done across various stages of the process, including the 
creation of the policy framework and ASP strategy; 
program objectives; program design and delivery 
mechanisms; and program implementation.  

Vanuatu should integrate explicit gender-sensitive 
provisions in the implementation of the different 
building blocks described above. This will ensure ASP 
assistance prioritizes women’s needs and enhances 
disaster preparedness efforts, emphasizing the 
importance of scalability and flexibility to reach 
vulnerable populations effectively.


