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Emergency Basic Income during the Pandemic

JURGEN DE WISPELAERE and LETICIA MORALES

Abstract: This paper focuses on an emergency basic income (EBI) as a tool for avoiding
financial insecurity during the time of pandemic. The authors argue that paying each resident
a monthly cash amount for the duration of the crisis would serve to protect them from the
economic fallout.They suggest three reasons why the EBI proposal is particularly well-suited
to play an important role in a comprehensive public health response to COVID-19: it offers an
immediate and agile response; it prioritizes the most vulnerable in the affected population;
and it promotes a solidaristic response to the pandemic crisis. To go beyond the need to shut
down and restart an EBI assistance scheme each time a pandemic hits, the authors propose
considering turning the program into a permanent feature.
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In addition to straining health systems around the world, the COVID-19 pandemic
is predicted to cause a global economic and social crisis of an unprecedented scale.1

The main culprit is the radical shutdown of vast parts of the economy as part of a
comprehensive public health strategy to combat the coronavirus that at the height of
the peak insisted on stringent lockdown, quarantine, and physical distancing
measures. Public health officials argue the disastrous impact on the global economy
is justified because mitigating the spread of the virus saves many lives, especially
among the elderly and those with pre-existing medical conditions.2 In addition,
when left to spread, the economy would be severely damaged while subjecting
workers and consumers to constant risk.

The lockdown measures, however justified, come at a severe economic and social
cost. TheWorld Bank expects globalGDP in 2020 to shrink by 5.2%,which amounts to
the largest recession since 1945.3 The pandemic policy response has already caused
massive working time reductions and layoffs, with the estimated total working-hour
losses in the second quarter of 2020 now reaching 17.3% or 495 million full-time
equivalent jobs. Recent ILO estimates of labour income losses before income support
measures suggest a global decline of 10.7% during the first three quarters of 2020,
which amounts to US$3.5 trillion or 5.5 per cent of global growth.4 Furthermore, the
costs of locking down the economy are not equally distributed and more likely to
affect those already sociallymarginalized and in a precarious and vulnerable position
prepandemicmuchharder—hence, the pandemic response entails a clear social justice
dimension.

It is worth pointing out that viewing the lockdown measures as pitching health
against economic opportunity and security is mistaken. There exists ample research
demonstrating the immediate as well as long-term poor health outcomes associated
with bouts of unemployment, poverty and economic insecurity.5 In other words,
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the COVID-19 pandemic forces us to seriously consider health-health trade-offs, in
addition to a host of other social outcomes and moral values.6 It follows that an
appropriate response to the COVID-19 pandemic must include strong measures to
protect individuals against economic insecurity.7 Such economic support policies
are part of a comprehensive public health response to COVID-19, both as an
independent ethical requirement and as a social condition ensuring the necessary
buy-in across the affected population for maintaining lockdown policies over time.

Many governments have instituted measures aimed at alleviating some of the
burdens of locking down the economy. The World Bank estimates that, since the
start of the pandemic, 190 countries have expanded or instituted pandemic-specific
social protection measures totaling a half-trillion dollars globally, with short-term
cash transfer programs accounting for half of the interventions.8 But despite these
dramatic efforts, many—especially the most vulnerable, marginalized, and disad-
vantaged in society—find themselves scrambling to make ends meet on a daily
basis. In this essay, we argue for the institution of a basic income, not only as an
emergency policy response to the current pandemic, but also as a tool for building
resilience into the economic and social fabric of societies that are likely to face further
pandemic events in the near future.

Emergency Basic Income

An emergency basic income (EBI), paying each resident a monthly cash amount
with no strings attached for the duration of the pandemic crisis, could play a critical
and timely role in a robust ethical pandemic policy response. EBI is modeled after
the more familiar proposal of an unconditional basic income (UBI), which is paid to
each individual merely for being a member of the community, without imposing a
means-test or work requirement.9 The basic income proposal has seen a major
revival in the past decade, in large part propelled by a series of pilots and social
experiments in countries around the world—for example in Finland.10 But the
COVID-19 pandemic has generated unprecedented levels of support, with decision-
makers and key stakeholders around the world calling for the urgent consideration
of an EBI.11

COVID-19 has put a very different spin on what many still regard as a radical
utopian proposal. EBI is distinguished from the many pandemic support schemes
implemented around the world by foregoing any of the conditions that characterize
selective policy responses. Entitlement is dependent neither on current or past work
status, nor on an obligation to perform work or look for work in return. On the
contrary, with the exception of those designated as essential workers, the only
obligation is to abide by the lockdown measures imposed to combat the pandemic.
EBI is also paid out without regard for other sources of income or savings, although
some variants include an affluence test with a cutoff point for high-income earners.
These features make the program radically different from the typical, heavily
targeted social protection measures in place during normal times but are precisely
what may be required in the midst of a pandemic that is spreading economic
insecurity as much as viral infection.

The main difference between the EBI proposal and a UBI is that EBI is by its very
nature a temporary measure geared specifically at alleviating (some of) the costs of
the pandemic response. EBI programs can vary in terms of duration. The more
stringent versions would likely only cover the immediate lockdown period—say
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3months—and run out as soon as said measures are entering a phase of stepwise
relaxation.12 More generous schemes might allow for the fact that reopening
the economy will take considerably more time—after all, lockdown restrictions
are meant to be phased out very carefully over the course of several months, all the
timemonitoring the impact on infection rates—duringwhich support remains vital,
proposing an EBI of 6months. Even more generous schemes could envision an EBI
being paid out for thewhole duration of the economic depression resulting from the
pandemic, which could amount to several years of support. For obvious reasons, the
shorter schemes are more likely to be politically palatable. In terms of political
feasibility, the better strategy is to advocate for a short term EBI in the first instance
and try to extend it for a longer period once it is already in place.

The precise level of the EBI payment is also a matter of political debate and will
likely vary from jurisdiction to jurisdiction. Although even a less generous basic
income will have an impact, especially on the poorest andmost disadvantaged, in a
context where many have lost a significant part or perhaps their sole source of
income and arewithout savings, the case for an EBI pitched at a level that secures the
most basic needs is strong. The counter-argument is usually one of financial cost,
with critics often claiming a universal scheme like a EBI is simply too costly. In
response, some advocates suggest an EBI could come with an affluence-test such
that high-income earners are deemed ineligible. Such a restriction must apply only
to the top income levels to ensurewidespread buy-in from themiddle-classes and to
avoid any traps or lagging affecting the real targets of the scheme—lower-income
recipients.13 It is worth noting that even a fully universal scheme is less costly than
one might think if an EBI is combined with a dedicated progressive tax: the net cost
of an EBI is always less than the gross cost.14 Of course, in the short run, it would
appear the usual fiscal budget rules are no longer in operation asmost governments
appear quite eager to heavily borrow to provide massive economic support; in
this context, the question about financing is really about whether an EBI could do a
better job protecting individuals from the fallout of the current pandemic lockdown
policies compared to a patchwork of targeted programs.

Three Arguments in Favor of an Emergency Basic Income

An Immediate and Agile Response

EBI stands out among the many pandemic support policies by embodying three
ethical guidelines that underlie a comprehensive public health response. In the first
instance, EBI constitutes a rapid response to a situation that requires an urgent
intervention. Support programs must keep pace with the rapidly evolving trajectory
of the pandemic and be able to offer immediate relief to populations economically
affected. As countries around the world are imposing more stringent lockdown
measures on wider swathes of the population, casting an ever wider restrictive net
around even the most common social and economic activities, economic support
measures must instantly respond to these new realities. They must also have the
capacity to keep supporting people asmeasures are relaxed in a slow and controlled
sequence, which may also include re-introducing restrictions in some cases to
manage a second or even third wave of infections.

This requires an immediate policy response addressing urgent needs. It also
requires policy measures that promote agility and resilience, especially in a context
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where anticipating effects is marred by complexity, uncertainty and the fact that
administrative capacity itself is heavily impacted by the pandemic.15 EBI is uniquely
placed to function as a rapid-response economic instrument because of its lack
of conditionality. The need for a bureaucratic screening mechanism to determine
eligibility is excised by design, minimizing the processing time for ensuring each
individual receives his or her much-needed assistance and avoiding backlogs and
errors (and the need to waste bureaucratic resources on remedying such errors).16

Setting up a robust floor upon which other support mechanisms can be built makes
EBI an agile policy: it is light and fast compared to the “waterfall” planning of
measures that are decided from the top and then need to filter down through
successive implementation stages, often encountering barriers and requiring time-
consuming adjustment along the way.17 True, EBI will still require many people to
actively sign up to some sort of national register and equally each jurisdiction must
decide on the fastest way to deliver the basic income grant to every personwithin its
remit.18 These are not trivial or negligible problems but neither are they intractable,
given sufficient political will.

Protecting the Vulnerable

EBI explicitly targets those most vulnerable to the economic fallout of pandemic
lockdown measures. The idea that the vulnerable merit special consideration is a
key feature in public health strategies and rooted in well-established social values
and ethical frameworks.19 In a well-known account, Robert Goodin argued that
duties to protect the vulnerable are at the very core of our moral obligations toward
one another.20 Alternatively, one might regard vulnerability as a symptom that
directs our obligations but are grounded in alternative moral values, such as
reducing harm or mitigating need.21 In each case, public health interventions are
meant to prioritize the most vulnerable in society.

Programs that are heavily targeted and rely on excessive screening often end up
excluding precisely those disadvantaged and vulnerable populations that are their
primary target.22 Instead, a universal program such as EBI avoids coverage gaps
precisely because eligibility is automatic and guaranteed. This is particularly
relevant in the case of a COVID-19 response where the vulnerable populations
affected are highly diverse and belong to different policy categories: low-wage
workers being furloughed or fired, workers facing reduced hours, essential workers
maintaining their (often minimumwage) jobs but facing extra costs and risks while
working, workers having to take time off because schools are closed and care
arrangements no longer available, self-employed and gig workers—the list goes on.

These vulnerable groups are likely to share a prepandemic labor market status
that offers them little social protection as well as being poor or at risk-of-poverty,
leaving them with little or no economic cushion against a sudden drastic loss of
income.23 But in terms of policy response, they constitute distinct groups covered by
different programs with different levels of generosity. Relying on a multitude of
targeted programs inevitably produces coverage gaps that disproportionately affect
those most vulnerable in the current crisis, an outcome an EBI with universal
coverage is guaranteed to avoid. In addition, the economic impact of a universal
and uniform EBI is largest on precisely the individuals most vulnerable in terms of
risking poverty and destitution. EBI is a prime example of targeting within univer-
salism.24
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A Solidaristic Policy Response

Finally, EBI expresses the core value of solidarity that underpins a sustained pandemic
response.25 As Meena Krishnamurthy writes, with solidarity in place “citizens will
be disposed to act in support of the collective as awhole and of individualmembers,
particularly those who are the most vulnerable and in the greatest need of sup-
port.”26 Underlying any comprehensive public health response to COVID-19 is the
idea that we are all in it together: the virus potentially affects us all—albeit not
equally—and combatting the virus likewise requires a collective effort. But this
collective effort, no matter how necessary and justified in general terms, poses an
ethical challengewhen the costs and burdens are distributed unequally. They pose a
more severe ethical challenge if costs are left to fall disproportionately onto those
who already find themselves in a vulnerable position.

This is what happens when society imposes severe lockdown measures and as a
result many precarious and low-wageworkers lose their jobs or are forced to reduce
their hours, self-employed and gig workers see demand for their product and
services fall dramatically or are prohibited from working, and small businesses
are forced to close and are left without revenue. Essential workers, many of them on
minimumwage contracts, are lucky to keep their jobs but now face significant risks
and inmany cases extra costs to earn their living. Even higher up the income ladder,
we find many workers and business owners struggling as the lockdown continues.
By contrast, privileged workers—for example university professors with a tenured
job and the ability to work from home—and business owners may face important
restrictions but not necessarily economic ruin.

We suggest that pandemic solidarity policies are best captured through the idea of
proportionate burden-sharing. Solidarity understood as burden-sharing requires an
economic supportmechanism that compensates thosemost in need, therefore ensuring
the economic burden of a society-wide lockdown ismore proportionally shared across
the population. EBI does precisely that by granting each individual a regular cash grant
for however long the economic restrictions last, while using the tax system to fund the
scheme in proportion to one’s income. It is the EBI funding arrangement that ensures
pandemic solidarity by making those whose income remains relatively protected
during the COVID-19 pandemic contribute to supporting those who are facing severe
destitution.

The technical specifics of how to finance an EBI goes beyond the scope of this
paper but one proposal worth a brief mention is to institute a Pandemic Solidarity
Levy specifically targeted to pay for the EBI. In a nutshell, the idea would be for the
government to legislate for a temporary progressive solidarity tax to be implemented
a year or two from now, allowing the economy to recover somewhat before adding a
tax onto individuals’ earnings. The time lag and a generous exemption of lower
incomes also means we continue protecting those still struggling economically while
progressively targeting the higher incomes that have weathered the pandemic crisis
better. Instituting a specific levy rather than funding the EBI through general taxation
reinforces the idea that EBI is a solidaristic policy and that a pandemic support policy
must include a fair and proportionate burden-sharing arrangement.

Looking to the Future: Basic Income and Pandemic Preparedness

Thinking ahead, turning EBI into a permanent feature of the social protection
universe could prove to be a critical step for promoting pandemic preparedness
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going forward. Building resilience to economic shocks associated with future
waves of infectious diseases epidemiologists and public health professionals predict
are inevitably coming our way may become a critical feature of pandemic pre-
paredness.27

EBImay be a very useful tool for protecting individuals from the economic fallout
during a pandemic, but the proposal is hampered by the fact that it is by definition a
short-termmeasure that needs to be rolled out each time a new epidemic strikes; and
rolled back afterwards. Even if all practical conditions are in place for the fast
implementation of an EBI, the political debate necessary to legislate for this policy
will inevitably be time consuming—and time is preciselywhat is at a premium in the
midst of a pandemic lockdown. The alternative and more robust option would
be to have a permanent, low-level basic income already in place that can be dialed
up to the required payment level as the need arises.28 This option has two important
advantages in terms of promoting pandemic preparedness. First, the implementa-
tion mechanism itself would be tried-and-tested and any kinks in the system can be
worked out well in advance so that the policy is rolled out as smoothly as possible
when it matters most. Second, when a pandemic breaks out and government is
debating policy responses, there is an instrument already in place and all that is
required is to debate how much extra funding will be put toward it.

A small-scale example of this last approach can be found in the Brazilian
municipality of Maricá, near Rio de Janeiro. As the pandemic was hitting Brazil
hard,Maricáwas able to rapidly rollout an EBI of R$300 (€50) as part of its pandemic
emergency response. It managed this by building on a program already in operation
since the end of 2019 that pays amonthly basic income of R$130 (€21) to 42,000 of its
poorest residents, covering roughly 25 percent of the population.29 This is not yet a
fully universal basic income scheme, but the first step of an incremental policy that
over time will cover the whole population. Meanwhile, even at its current partial
rollout, the Maricá experience offers a prime example of how we can implement a
rapid real-time response to an emergency by ratcheting up a pre-existing scheme—
an important lesson to consider when contemplating pandemic preparedness and
socioeconomic resilience as part of a future public health strategy.
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