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Introduction to the series:
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Alternatives

Luis F. Lopez-Calva
United Nations Development Programme
Regional Director, Latin America and the Caribbean
New York, March 2020

The Covid-19 pandemic is one of the most serious 
challenges the world has faced in recent times. The to-
tal cost in terms of human lives is yet to unfold. Along-
side the cost of lives and deep health crisis, the world 
is witnessing an economic downfold that will severely 
impact the wellbeing of large parts of the population 
in the years to come. Some of the measures that are 
currently being used to counteract the pandemic may 
impact our future lives in non-trivial ways. Under-
standing the association between different elements 
of the problem to broaden the policy space, with full 
awareness of the economic and social effects that 
they may bring, is the purpose of this series. 

Thus far, the impossibility of targeted isolation of 
infected individuals and groups has led to policies 
of social distancing that impose a disproportionately 
high economic and social cost around the world. The 
combination of policies such as social distancing, lock-
downs, and quarantines, imply a slowdown or even a 
complete stop in production and consumption activ-
ities for an uncertain period of time, crashing markets 
and potentially leading to the closure of businesses, 
sending millions of workers home. Labor, a key factor 
of production, has been quarantined in most sectors 
in the economy, borders have been closed and glob-
al value chains have been disrupted. Most estimates 
show a contraction of the level of output globally. For 
the Latin America and Caribbean region, the consen-
sus forecasts are at -3 to -4%, and it is not until 2022 
that the region is expected to go back to its pre-crisis 
output levels in scenarios that foresee a U-shaped cri-
sis pattern. According to ECLAC, more than 30 million 
people could fall into poverty in the absence of active 
policies to protect or substitute income flows to vul-
nerable groups.

We face a crisis that requires unconventional re-
sponses. We are concerned about the level-effect: the 
impact of the crisis on the size of the economies and 
their capacity to recover growth after the shock. But 
we are equally concerned about the distributional im-
pact of the shock. The crisis interacts with pre-existing 
heterogeneity in asset holdings, income-generation 
capacity, labor conditions, access to public services, 
and many other aspects that make some individuals 
and households particularly vulnerable to an econom-

ic freeze of this kind. People in the informal markets, 
small and micro entrepreneurs, women in precarious 
employment conditions, historically excluded groups, 
such as indigenous and afro-descendants, must be at 
the center of the policy response.

UNDP, as the development agency of the United 
Nations, has a long tradition of accompanying policy-
making in its design, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation. It has a mandate to respond to changing 
circumstances, deploying its assets to support our 
member states in their pursuit of integrated solutions 
to complex problems. This series aims at drawing from 
UNDPs own experience and knowledge globally and 
from the expertise and capacity of our partner think 
tanks and academic institutions in Latin America and 
the Caribbean. It is an attempt to promote a collective 
reflection on the response to the Covid-19 health cri-
sis and its economic and social effects on our societies. 
Timeliness is a must. Solutions that rely on evidence, 
experience, and reasoned policy intuition –coming 
from our rich history of policy engagement– are es-
sential to guide this effort. This series also contributes 
to the integrated approach established by the UN re-
form and aspires to become an important input into 
the coherent response of the United Nations devel-
opment system at the global, regional, and national 
levels.

Ben Bernanke, former Governor of the US Federal 
Reserve, reminds us in his book The Courage to Act 
that during crises, people are distinguished by those 
who act and those who fear to act. We hope this policy 
documents series will contribute to the public debate 
by providing timely and technically solid proposals to 
support the many who are taking decisive actions to 
protect the most vulnerable in our region.
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