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The State of Social Protection in East Africa 

Introduction 
In recent years social protection has gained prominence in development discourse in East Africa with 

member countries making significant progress towards institutionalising social protection response. 

A number of countries have developed policies and programmes and have increased funding for 

social protection. This has been attributed mainly to the failure of substantive investments in health, 

education, safety nets and other public goods to deal with poverty and vulnerability. Across the 

region, a large proportion of people are still bypassed by development programmes, stuck in 

extreme poverty and exposed to socio-economic risks and vulnerabilities. Nonetheless evidence 

gathered by technocrats and social protection actors across the region indicates that the uptake of 

Social Protection is much slower in East Africa when compared to other developing countries like 

Chile, Thailand, Mexico, Burkina Faso, Ecuador, Mozambique, South Africa and Brazil. Lack of 

progress has been linked to inadequacies in social protection programming, conceptualisation, 

resource allocation as well as political will, to name just a few.       

Objectives  
Seeking to increase stakeholder engagement to affect the allocation of resources for reduction of 

poverty in East Africa, Development Initiatives brought together  a diverse range  of stake-holders 

(see appendix 2 for the list of participants) to have an open dialogue on the state of social protection 

in the East African region. The round table forum aimed to facilitate a useful discussion on: 

 The state of social protection funding in the East African region and whether governments 

are prioritising it  

 Identifying ways  to increase visibility and allocation of resources for social protection in the 

region 

 The potential opportunities for social protection presented by the East African integration 

process. To an extent the East African Community has the will and capacity to underpin the 

region’s projected development within a social protection strategy and practices that work.  

 

The outcome of these discussions should enable donors, governments and non-state actors to work 

more proactively and collaboratively towards entrenching social protection as a critical part of 

policy, programming and resource allocation in East Africa countries.   

 

 

 

 

file://10.0.1.3/Africa-Hub/Office/Programmes/Research/EAPR/Country-analysis/devinit.org
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Key issues  
Seven core issues emerged from the round table forum discussion on social protection.  

1. Programming 

There was consensus amongst participants that whilst governments in East Africa had made 

considerable progress towards recognising the value of social protection, more needed to be done in 

terms of programming. It emerged from the discussions that Social Protection programmes, policies, 

and legislations in the region were largely fragmented and disjointed. The ‘sectorisation’ and 

‘projectisation’ of social protection initiatives which leads to inefficiencies precluding effective 

maximisation of investments was aptly discussed. Initiatives were deemed to be ‘sectorized’ in the 

sense that there are a multiplicity of policies, strategies, programmes and legal frameworks 

dispersed across different sectors, vulnerability categories or state departments executed without 

adequate coordination. Participants suggested that the ‘projectisation’ of initiatives was mainly 

driven by donors and other non-state actors that prefer particular target groups and/or instruments 

that encourage short-term project based initiatives. In sum there was agreement that this had 

contributed to proliferation and fragmentation of Social Protection initiatives resulting in 

duplication, redundancy and wastage of resources. 

 

Participants debated the benefits of integrating or mainstreaming social protection in all key sectors 

versus a more centralised and consolidated approach. While some argued for an integrated 

approach (as in having every state department executing some aspect of social protection within 

their programmes), the majority appreciated the need to consolidate initiatives. This was largely 

because a more consolidated approach would make it easier to coordinate, monitor, and measure 

the impact of social protection programmes.  It would also contribute to a more holistic 

conceptualisation of social protection beyond single issues and narrow sectoral interests. 

 

Another issue regarding the programming of social protection initiatives that was prominent in the 

discussion was the idea of pursuing a universal rather than effective targeting approach. A universal 

approach provides protection to everyone, without discriminating (since it is a universal right). 

However, there was recognition of the resource implications that come with pursuing universal 

approaches.  

 

Since decentralization and devolution are a current phenomenon in East Africa (especially in Uganda 

and Kenya) a significant part of the discourse focused on devolved government structures in the 

execution of social protection programmes. Participants discussed the need to decentralise 

discourse on social protection to counties, districts or constituencies and to utilise localised 

languages to increase participation and awareness. Programming should consider the role of 

devolved governments; balance national social protection strategies with decentralized ones.  
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2. Resource allocation 

The forum explored social protection resource allocation in the region over the past decade. A 

presentation given by Development Initiatives showed that funding for social protection in Kenya, 

Uganda, Rwanda and Ethiopia had significantly increased. There had been marked increases in both 

budgetary allocations as well as donor funding (both in absolute terms and proportions of total state 

expenditures). 

 

Whilst the growth in funding for social protection programmes was commended by participants, it 

was agreed that there were outstanding funding gaps that need to be addressed.  Alarming poverty 

indices still persist - large proportions of the population in the region are chronically poor and 

vulnerable. Moreover, most social protection programmes are still largely funded by development 

partners, hence raising questions about long term sustainability. Issues of affordability were also 

raised. Participants also questioned the ability of countries in East Africa to sustainably invest in 

social protection considering the prevailing fiscal conditions.  

  

Participants debated the need to increase domestic spending on social protection and for greater 

involvement of stakeholders in resource allocation discourse to lobby for better funding. Non-state 

actors were urged to increase pressure on the state to be responsible for its citizens and invest more 

in poverty reduction programmes.  It was acknowledged that work needed to be done to change 

perceptions of treasuries/finance ministries across the region and to dispel myths and 

misconceptions about social protection such as: 

 The idea that cash transfers, for example, create dependency 

 The notion that social protection denies other more deserving and critical sectors crucial 

funding due to its limited impact on the economy  

A holistic approach to social protection needs to be adopted. Policies should go beyond just the 

allocation of resources for social transfers and also enhance infrastructure and services in order to 

protect the vulnerable from slipping back into poverty. An action point was to improve and increase 

information on social protection financing to inform policy and resource allocation more effectively.  

3. Conceptualisation 

It was agreed that there is lack of commonality and clarity in the understanding of social protection 

across and within countries in the region. The conceptualisation of social protection as reflected in 

policies, legislations, programs and policy discourse is largely diversified. Participants discussed the 

need for a regional, or at least national, agreement on the scope of social protection across sectors 

and amongst key policy makers. While participants emphasised the value of a regional approach and 

a common understanding of what social protection means, the need to streamline and sort out 

domestic and country level perceptions was more prominent.  

 

Participants also recognised that there were prevailing misconceptions of social protection - 

especially those linking it to welfare, entitlements, dependency and it being ‘a waste of money’. 

These misconceptions negatively impact on the allocation of resources and therefore stakeholders 

need to invest in sensitising policy makers and demystifying social protection.  Participants 
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acknowledged that effort was necessary to promote social protection as an investment in 

development and demonstrate the positive impact on the local and national economy.  

 

There is a need for a common definition of social protection, especially within individual countries. 

An outcome was to standardize the definition of social protection across the board and involve the 

poor and vulnerable in determining the scope of these definitions. 

4. Review the impact of social protection initiatives 

There is currently lack of hard evidence on the impacts of social protection across the region. There 

was consensus that no substantial studies, surveys or reports had been carried out on the impacts or 

outcomes of past investments and their effects on the economy and people’s well being.  More 

research needs to be carried out to create evidence of social protection programming addressing 

poverty issues.  The outcomes of such research could inform policy and be used to  lobby  for 

increased and continued funding to social protection which could also be instrumental in addressing 

the myths and misconceptions.  

 

Participants agreed that there is need for more investment in gathering data and carrying out 

rigorous analysis on social protection.  This would create evidence necessary not only to sensitise 

and improve people’s understanding but also to support arguments for improved and more 

predictable investments.  More accurate, up to date, comparable, project level data on actual social 

protection activities and expenditures as well as outcomes was encouraged by participants. Timely 

and reliable information on social protection financing would be beneficial for advocates to lobby for 

increased spending in this sector.   

5. Strengthening the demand side  

The role of beneficiaries of social protection programmes was discussed during the round table 

forum. There was consensus that work needs to be done to increase the capacity of citizens to 

recognise that social protection is a right that should be part of the mix of public goods delivered by 

the State. Participants emphasised that target populations, at the centre of social protection 

initiatives, were largely unaware of existing programmes, public investments and their legal 

entitlement to social protection initiatives.   

 

Participants stressed the importance of educating and empowering local communities on their rights 

and building their capacity to demand either more effective programmes or increased funding.  It 

was noted that such empowerment should include unpacking social protection to right holders; 

facilitating understanding and increasing their capacity to intensively and extensively lobby for 

greater uptake. There is need to increase awareness of existing interventions through openness by 

implementing actors. This would increase community based advocacy, and participation in the 

budgetary process which, in turn, would lead to demand for better resource allocation for social 

protection.  

 



    

6 | AfricaCounts Round Table Forum: Social Protection 
 

6. Political will  

Social protection, like any other policy undertaking, requires sufficient political support in order 

remain a priority. Participants agreed that outstanding issues regarding the uptake of social 

protection would be better addressed through partnerships and linkages with law makers. This is 

because they have closer proximity to policy makers, are able to influence resource allocation and 

have sufficient leverage to affect uptake. They would be more effective in lobbying for increased 

visibility of social protection in government policy as well as increased resource allocation and 

improved legislation.  Getting buy in from politicians, as well as other actors, is needed to drive the 

social protection agenda forward. However, participants cautioned that involvement of politician’s 

risks politicising social protection with implications on its conceptualization, credibility, effectiveness 

as well as efficiency. Engagement with politicians and governments should encourage these actors 

to see the protection of the vulnerable and improvement of their livelihoods as a priority and an 

inalienable right.  

7. The East African Community integration process 

The East African integration process and the opportunities it presents for driving the social 

protection agenda in the region was widely explored. There is a need for standardisation of social 

protection across the region from definitions and conceptualisation, to programming, resource 

allocation, and the transfers or mobility of entitlements/rights. Definitions of social protection varied 

across different countries, ranging from a focus on social transfers in Uganda to a wider focus on 

vulnerability targeting (not just the poor) in Kenya. Participants agreed that while it would be a good 

idea to assume a common understanding in the spirit of harmonization in the community, this was 

not feasible yet. The incidence and dynamics of poverty and vulnerability are divergent in the 

different countries and do not neatly fit into a common regional definition. 

 

Participants also considered the state of social protection in individual countries in the region. 

Clearly, there were marked disparities in progress: some countries already had in place policy 

frameworks to regulate social protection action, while others did not have appropriate legislative 

frameworks. While some countries like Rwanda, Kenya, Uganda have made considerable 

investments in social protection, in other countries there was little more than social security, which 

largely targets the formal sector. A number of countries (including Kenya and Uganda) were 

experiencing teething problems in rolling out programmes. Participants argued that the priority was 

to address in-country programmatic issues before considering a region-wide approach to social 

protection. The discourse was largely inclined to nationalisation of social protection and achieving a 

threshold of success before integration and harmonisation.  

 

A common and integrated regional approach to social protection at the EAC Secretariat level was 

deemed problematic as it would involve dealing with disparate autonomous governments with 

varying ideals, resources and expenditure priorities. However, participants concurred that the East 

African Community platform could facilitate research and generate evidence to inform social 

protection programming. For example the EAC secretariat could fund regional level capacity 

building, support monitoring and planning that could improve national programmes and enhance 

coordination and integration. 



    

7 | AfricaCounts Round Table Forum: Social Protection 
 

Recommendations: 
Participants were asked to suggest possible action points that key social protection actors could pursue in order to enhance the effectiveness of social 

protection in the East African region. These were clustered and summed up into a list of recommendations as follows: 

Recommendations  Programming 
Resource 
Allocation 

Conceptualisation 
Demand 

Side 
pressure 

Political 
Will 

Review 

Greater involvement of beneficiaries in the programme design, policy development, 
planning, resource allocation and implementation  

            

Civic education and sensitization on social protection among grass-root beneficiaries to 
enhance conceptualisation and demand side pressure for expansion of social protection              

            

Dispel myths and correct misconceptions: enhance knowledge of social protection as a 
worthwhile investment with significant returns on the economy    

            

Political support;  get buy in from political leaders  to support social protection policies for 
better uptake of social protection programmes 

            

Gather evidence: Invest in data gathering, research and analysis to measure progress and 
outcomes of social protection programmes and financing with the aim of  informing policy 

            

Facilitated more policy engagements and discussions on social protection with government              

Facilitate exchange programmes for cross learning and sharing of experiences             

Actively lobby for greater uptake of social protection             

Co-opt  indigenous  mechanisms into contemporary Social Protection programming to 
address its perception as an alien concept  

            

Consolidate social protection initiatives through a centralised entity  balancing national 
strategies with decentralised mechanisms                                                                                             
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Appendix 1: Programme 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Time Activity Notes Responsible 

14:00-14:30 Arrival and registration Networking moments and reviewing background 

documents 

Mariam Ibrahim & 

Susan Simiyu 

14:30-14:40 Welcome Introduction of Development Initiatives and 

Round Table Forums 

Kerry Smith 

14:40-14:50 Background presentation  Investments in Social Protection in East Africa Kenn Okwaroh 

14:50-15:20 Panellist Introductions 

and presentations 

Social Protection in East Africa 

Alice Yalla              EAC perspective 

Winnie Mwasiaji  Government Perspective 

Edmond Odaba    CSO Perspective 

Glenn Hughson    Cash Transfers Perspective 

 

Charles Lwanga-

Ntale 

15:20-16:00 Question and Answer 

session 

Questions and brief comments emerging from 

the background presentation and panellists 

discussions 

Davis Adieno 

16:00-16:30 Gaps in social protection Current gaps in conceptualisation, policy, 

programmes, legislation, implementation and 

funding 

 

 

Charles Lwanga-

Ntale 

16:30-17:10 Ways forward What does the East Africa region need to do to 

get Social Protection prioritised? 

 

Charles Lwanga-

Ntale 

17:10-17:30 Round up and close Summary of discussions, key messages and 

closing remarks 

 

Charles Lwanga-

Ntale 
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Appendix 2: List of Participants 

 

Name  Organization  

1 Augustine Wasonga Director, ACE-Africa (Kenya) 

2 Edmond Odaba PO, APSP - Civil Society Platform 

3 Jason Rosario Braganza Independent Consultant 

4 Winnie Mwasiaji  National Coordinator SP Secretariat – MGCSD Kenya 

5 Kunga Robert Bloggers Association of Kenya  

6 Moses Owaka Chibole HelpAge International - Kenya 

7 Glenn Hughson CaLP Focal Point East Africa/NRC 

8 Jenipher Otieno Integrated Development Facility 

9 Elizabeth Daraja CIF 

10 Pastor Jared Otieno  Joy Valley Children's home  

11 Amita Vulimiri Law Society of Kenya 

12 Salem Lurot Law Society of Kenya 

13 Sumananjali Mohanty OXFAM 

14 Sammy Keter ArtfromHeart Communications 

15 Patricia Sewe SPAF 

16 Dominic Wambaria NSSF - Kenya (Research & Development Depart) 

17 Emma Wanyoni  International Institute of Legal Affairs 

18 Holly Radice  Save the Children 

19 Deqa Saleh African Development Solutions 

20 Abkul Andrew Guyo  African Development Solutions 

21 Ariel Delaney  African Development Solutions 

22 George Bete Oxfam - Kenya  

23 Billy Muiruri Nation Media Group  

24 Diana Mochoge  KENDREN 

25 Irene Otieno NTA 

26 Jacob Ragut EC Bank 

27 Fiona Clark HelpAge International 

28 Zipporah Manuru KENDREN 

29 Natalie Gichuru KENDREN 

30 Geoffrey Kamadi Journalist 

31 Kiaama Kaara KENDREN 

32 Katindi Sivi Njojo SID - EA 

33 Jean Bosco Wasso RD Congo 

34 Mulindwa Paul USPP Uganda 

35 Sarah Muyonga Tax Justice Network Africa 

36 Robert Mwanyumba APSP 

37 Mary Muyona SID - EA 

38 Marion Ouma APSP 
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Name  Organization  

39 Janet Walakira USPP  

40 Crispus Ayebare Social Protection Rwanda 

41 David Njagi Freelance Media 

42 Charles Lwanga-Ntale  Regional Director, Development Initiatives 

43 Kerry Smith  Development Initiatives 

44 Davis Adieno  Development Initiatives 

45 Mariam Ibrahim Development Initiatives 

46 Norbert Tuyishime  Development Initiatives 

47 Susan Simiyu  Development Initiatives 

48 Steve Kenei Development Initiatives 

49 Kenneth Okwaroh  Development Initiatives 

About us 
Development Initiatives exists to end absolute poverty. We operate in the United Kingdom, Kenya 

and Uganda and have partners globally including governments, academic institutions, the private 

sector and citizen representatives. Through objective, world-class research and analysis, we inform 

decisions at all levels that deliver more effective use of resources to benefit people in poverty 

everywhere. We champion transparent, accessible information and use technology to deliver 

practical tools and systems for people to hold their representatives to account and to inform policy 

and practice.  

 

The African hub, based in Nairobi, Kenya provides a regional perspective to DI’s work. The hub sees 

better information as being a fundamental tool to improve policies and influence the allocation of 

resources to address chronic and extreme poverty in the region. In order to achieve this the hub 

provides high quality analysis on resource flows; enhances the capacity of key stakeholders to 

access, analyse, use and understand information; forms partnerships and engages with like minded 

organisations working on similar issues as well as influences policy to incorporate and prioritise 

chronic poverty objectives. 
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