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I. POVERTY AND SOCIAL ANALYSIS AND STRATEGY 
Poverty targeting: general intervention 

A. Links to the National Poverty Reduction and Inclusive Growth Strategy and Country Partnership Strategy  

The COVID-19 Active Response and Expenditure Support (CARES) Program provides support to the government’s 
Economic Response Plan (ERP) to the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic and aligns with the National Sustainable 
Development Plan 2016–2020.a Although the Cook Islands does not have a national poverty strategy, several of the National 
Sustainable Development Plan goals focus on reducing poverty, inclusive growth and social development. Goal one aims to 
improve welfare, reduce inequity and economic hardship; goal two aims to expand economic opportunities, improve economic 
resilience and productive employment to ensure decent work for all; goal nine aims to accelerate gender equality, empower 
all women and girls, and advance the rights of youth, the elderly and disabled; and goal ten aims to achieve food security 
and improved nutrition, and increase sustainable agriculture. The ERP was developed to mitigate the adverse economic and 
social impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Phase I initiatives “are targeted at sustaining livelihoods and maintaining business 
continuity.” Phase II has three key themes: (i) lifeline—supporting livelihoods immediately; (ii) recovery—kick-starting growth 
over the medium-term; and (iii) transformation—moving to a smarter, greener economy over the long term. The program is 
fully aligned with the focus of Pacific Approach 2016–2020, ADB’s country partnership strategy for the 11 smaller Pacific 
developing member countries including Cook Islands, on addressing vulnerabilities to external shocks. 

B. Results from the Poverty and Social Analysis during PPTA or Due Diligence  

1. Key poverty and social issues. The Cook Islands is highly dependent on tourism as its major growth sector with the 
tourism receipts equivalent to 61.4% of GDP in 2019. COVID-19’s impact to the sector is expected to drive a severe economic 
and revenue contraction. This will have significant social and economic impacts especially since 1,556 jobs or 20.9% of the 
working age population are directly employed in tourism, with supporting sectors also being affected as general activity falls 
and household incomes decline. Extreme poverty has been reduced in the last 10 years from 2.0% to 0.2% and household 
expenditure below the Basic Needs Poverty Line reduced from 28.4% to 8.4%. However, these gains are likely to be 
undermined with protracted impacts of COVID-19 to the economy. Physical distancing measures heightened the vulnerability 
of high risks groups and those reliant on others, including older persons (15% of the population), people with disabilities (28% 
of the population have at least one type of disability) and those with pre-existing conditions (24.4% of population). The 
increase in support required by students and staff over the lockdown period was also noted. People who live in the outer 
islands have much more limited access to health services, education beyond primary school, telecommunications and 
internet connectivity. The basic health services and prevalence of noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) make them vulnerable 
to the impacts of COVID-19. Migrant workers (mainly from Fiji and the Philippines) make up 21.7% of the private sector, and 
government estimates approximately 60% of the 1,982 migrant workers are paid at the minimum wage level, most work in 
tourism-related sectors, and 53.3% are women. Income losses may lead to increased crime and outbound migration. 

2. Beneficiaries. The program will benefit various groups affected by COVID-19 such as (i) private businesses and affected 
wage workers including migrant workers; (ii) sole traders and informal workers; (iii) vulnerable groups who are recipients of 
existing social welfare programs from the government; and (iv) households not receiving other government’s benefits but are 
experiencing hardships. 

3. Impact channels. Direct impact channels include the provision of support to businesses and sole traders through cash 
grants to maintain their businesses, tax incentives, interest loan support, and the wage subsidy which is paid to businesses 
owners but benefits employees; financial support to vulnerable groups through government’s existing social protection system 
and those identified as vulnerable to hardship and ineligible for other support; electricity subsidy to households to maintain 
affordability of services. The main indirect channel of support was through government maintaining the public servant payroll 
at 100%, as the public service employs 26.0% of the working population.  
4. Other social and poverty issues. The program does not directly address other social and poverty issues in Cook Islands 
including NCDs and their risk factors. Morbidity in the country is dominated by NCDs with high prevalence of cardiovascular 
diseases and diabetes. The government is working with various organizations in implementing the Cook Islands National 
Health Strategic Plan 2017–2021 that includes a comprehensive approach to NCDs and overall health issues in the country.b 
Other issues, such as uneven distribution of development benefits between the main and outer islands are being addressed 
by other existing programs such as information and communication technology and other development projects.  

5. Design features. The program will provide support to workers, vulnerable people and businesses. The wage subsidy has 
supported formal workers including migrant workers, the training subsidy has supported workers to study, the Fees Free 
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Initiative has supported workers and others to study for free, the unemployment benefit has supported those who have 
become unemployed due to COVID-19, cash grants have supported small and large businesses; and a universal electricity 
discount has been provided. A significant number of workers have accessed the wage subsidy (3,993 people) and 
unemployment benefit (80 females and 58 males). Support for informal workers will be through Sole Trader Cash Grant. A 
range of tax relief measures were also put in place with the aim of providing additional cash to individuals and their 
households. An Interest Relief Program was created to cover 70% of interest costs on existing debt among individuals and 
businesses. Targeted support has also been provided to social welfare beneficiaries through a one off $400 payment via 
existing government programs, and an Emergency Hardship Fund has provided some support for people facing hardship.  
C. Poverty Impact Analysis for Policy-Based Lending 

1. Impact channels of the policy reforms. Support from the program allows the government to provide income transfers 
and wage subsidies to affected workers and employers, increase the value of existing welfare support to vulnerable groups 
who are most at risk from the pandemic, and provide relief to private businesses.  
2. Impacts of policy reforms on vulnerable groups. The program helps the vulnerable groups, such as elderly, children, 
people with disabilities cope with the reduced household income and enable them maintain access to basic needs and 
services. The strong focus on the well-being of formal workers and the inclusion of economic support for migrant workers 
were integral in meeting the needs of most workers and many vulnerable people. The program recognized their heightened 
vulnerability with sudden losses in income and avoid the risk of falling into hardship and vulnerability due to COVID-19. 
3. Systemic changes expected from policy reforms. With support from the program, Cook Islands can minimize economic 
contractions and losses in per capita incomes. This will allow the country to quickly get back on track toward achieving 
Sustainable Development Goal Target 1.2: Reduce poverty by half according to national definitions by 2030. 

II. PARTICIPATION AND EMPOWERING THE POOR 

1. Participatory approaches and project activities. Participation with key government agencies have taken place in 
designing the program. Consultation with civil society has also taken place during preparation of the program though a rapid 
assessment of COVID-19 impacts on vulnerable groups. 
2. During the initial response to COVID-19, civil society organizations collaborated with government to provide support to 
vulnerable groups and were consulted as representatives of vulnerable groups. They worked with government agencies such 
as the Ministry of Health by supporting provision of health services and the Ministry of Internal Affairs to distribute food and 
hygiene packs to identified vulnerable people.  
3. Civil society organizations. Although not under the ERP, government have provided a modest increase to funds to 
support civil society organizations through the Social Impact Fund. It received an additional allocation of $200,000 to support 
civil society organizations to respond to the social implications of COVID-19.  
4. The following forms of civil society organization participation are envisaged during project implementation, rated as high 
(H), medium (M), low (L), or not applicable (NA): 
         Information gathering and sharing (M)  Consultation  (L)  Collaboration (NA)   Partnership (NA) 
5. Participation plan.         Yes.    No. Civil society participation prioritized during rapid assessment exercise and 
through government’s increase to the Social Impact Fund although outside of the ERP.   

III. GENDER AND DEVELOPMENT 
Gender mainstreaming category: effective gender mainstreaming  

A. Key issues. Women are at increased risk of infection due to their roles as frontline health workers and carers. Indirect 
health risks include worsening health outcomes for women and girls as a result of essential services, such as maternal and 
reproductive health and NCD services, risk being deprioritized if COVID-19 enters the country. Socioeconomic impacts 
include increased poverty as a result of loss of income. Women in the Cook Islands earn 8.0% less than men, work part-time 
more (10% of women and 7.4% of men) and work more doing unpaid home duties (16.7% of women and 6.3% of men) (Cook 
Islands Government 2018). Women in the Cook Islands are more likely to be employed in tourism-related businesses 
impacted by COVID-19, with women representing 60.5% of the workers in the tourism sector. In addition to their productive 
roles, women have greater responsibilities in terms of caregiving for the ill, elderly family members and children as well as 
household work. Women headed households (approx. one-third) face increased risk of poverty. Before the COVID-19 crisis, 
women headed households had on average, 18% lower household income than male headed households. Analysis pre-
COVID-19 crisis indicates that households headed by elderly women are particularly vulnerable to low income and social 
isolation. Existing GBV prevalence data indicates that one in three women in the Cook Islands have experienced intimate 
partner violence in their lifetime. Data from gender-based violence (GBV) service providers highlights an increase in domestic 
violence cases being reported since the onset of the COVID-19 crisis. Collection and use of disaggregated data are limited 
and there is no sex-disaggregated data or gender analysis on women-owned enterprises or businesses. 

B. Key actions.        Gender action plan      Other actions or measures      No action or measure 
The program is classified ‘effective gender mainstreaming’. The program ensures that all women employers and employees 
in the Cook Islands will have access to support including: (i) the wage subsidy for all women in affected businesses; (ii) 
unemployment benefit for all women at risk of losing their jobs; (iii) ensuring all public servants (of which 55.8% are women) 
continue to be employed; (iv) training opportunities continue to be offered to females at similar rates to males; and (v) grant 
and credit assistance will be available for women-owned businesses. Employment measures and grant support for sole 
traders will be open to informal and migrant workers who are particularly vulnerable and may not have the savings, networks 
or other safety nets to support them during the downturn in business. The existing formal social protection measures, 



including pension scheme (51.8% women) and carers, infirmed and destitute allowance (60.2% women), continue. In 
addition, the program will provide school closure support payments, electricity subsidy scheme includes all female-headed 
households in Rarotonga and Aitutaki and the Emergency Hardship Fund which will distribute one off payments to approved 
households not covered by other government support schemes. This includes additional support for households with caring 
responsibilities (e.g., households with children, elderly and people with disabilities). Finally, actions to prevent and respond 
to GBV include training of puna community workers on GBV and referral pathways and increase funding to the Social Impact 
Fund which provides support to community organizations, including women’s organizations and GBV services. 

IV. ADDRESSING SOCIAL SAFEGUARD ISSUES 

A. Involuntary Resettlement  Safeguard Category:  A     B      C      FI 
1. Key impacts. The program will not cause any involuntary resettlement impacts.  
2. Strategy to address the impacts.  
3. Plan or other Actions. 

  Resettlement plan 
  Resettlement framework 

  Environmental and social management 
system arrangement 

  No action 

  Combined resettlement and indigenous peoples plan 
  Combined resettlement framework and indigenous peoples planning 

framework 
  Social impact matrix 

B. Indigenous Peoples Safeguard Category:  A     B      C      FI 

1. Key impacts. Is broad community support triggered?     Yes                     No 

2. Strategy to address the impacts. Not applicable.  

3. Plan or other actions. 
   Indigenous peoples plan 
   Indigenous peoples planning framework  
   Environmental and social management system 

arrangement 

   Social impact matrix 
   No action      

   Combined resettlement plan and indigenous peoples plan 
   Combined resettlement framework and indigenous peoples 

planning framework 
   Indigenous peoples plan elements integrated in project 

with a summary 

V. ADDRESSING OTHER SOCIAL RISKS 

A. Risks in the Labor Market  

1. Relevance of the project for the country’s or region’s or sector’s labor market, indicated as high (H), medium (M), and low 
or not significant (L). 

 unemployment    underemployment   retrenchment    core labor standards 

2. Labor market impact. The program helps reduce risks of unemployment and other labor impacts of COVID-19 through 
various measures such as unemployment and wage subsidies, paid training and free courses and support to sole traders to 
continue their economic activities. Maintaining business payrolls, which protects jobs will result in a smaller downturn and 
faster recovery. 

B. Affordability  

The program includes an electricity subsidy for the population of Rarotonga and Aitutaki to assist households with expenses 
in basic utilities and ensure affordability.   

C. Communicable Disease and Other Social Risks  
1. The impact of the following risks are rated as high (H), medium (M), low (L), or not applicable (NA):  

   Communicable diseases      Human trafficking    
   Others (please specify) ______________ 

2. Risks to people in project area. 
There are no expected communicable and social risks from the program.   

VI. MONITORING AND EVALUATION 

1. Targets and indicators. Specific targets particularly related to social protection measures for the poor and vulnerable 
groups are reflected in the design and monitoring framework and gender monitoring matrix.   
2. Required human resources. The Ministry of Finance and Economic Management will lead the overall implementation 
and monitoring of the program with key line agencies in-charge of the execution of specific schemes. The program will make 
use of existing social protection mechanisms in implementing targeted schemes for the poor and vulnerable groups.  
3. Information in the project administration manual. Not applicable. 
4. Monitoring tools. Government reports and data as part of its monitoring. Outcomes of the ERP will also be publicly 
available on the Ministry of Finance and Economic Management website and reported to Cabinet.  

a  Cook Islands Government. 2015. Cook Islands National Development Plan, Te Kaveinga Nui 2016-2020; Cook Islands 
Government. 2020. Cook Islands COVID-19 Economic Response Plan (March 2020) 

b  Cook Islands Government. 2017. Cook Islands National Health Strategic Plan 2017–2021 
Source: Asian Development Bank  


