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Latin America at the crossroads yet again: what income
policies in the post-pandemic era?
Lena Lavinas

Institute of Economics, Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

ABSTRACT
Focusing on the Latin American experience, and taking Brazil as an
example, this article examines the recent trajectory of cash transfer
schemes and how they might develop in the face of the
humanitarian, economic and social crisis brought about by the
coronavirus outbreak. Will they be reinforced as the one-size-fits-
all solution? If so, what form will they take: target programmes or
a universal basic income? This contribution explores the
prospects for Latin American welfare regimes in the post-
pandemic era. The Brazilian case illustrates the choices that
polarise the debate in a region marked by profound asymmetries
and enduring structural hurdles.

RÉSUMÉ
En se concentrant sur l’expérience latino-américaine, et plus
particulièrement sur le cas du Brésil, cet article examine la
trajectoire récente des programmes de transferts monétaires et la
façon dont ils pourraient se développer face à la crise
humanitaire, économique et sociale provoquée par l’épidémie du
coronavirus. Seront-ils renforcés en tant que solution unique? Si
oui, quelle forme prendront-ils: programmes ciblés ou revenu de
base universel? Cet article explore les perspectives de la
protection sociale en Amérique Latine dans la période post-
pandémique. Le cas du Brésil illustre les choix qui polarisent le
débat dans une région marquée par de profondes asymétries et
des obstacles structurels persistants.
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Taking stock

Regular accounts from global media outlets have reported that no other region in the
world has been as severely hit by the coronavirus outbreak as Latin America. According
to the New York Times (2020) by late September, of the 15 countries with the highest
deaths per capita in the world, 11 were in Latin American and the Caribbean. Covid-
19 world maps tracking down the relentless spread of the pandemic highlight that
Latin American countries have been Covid-19 hotspots from the beginning. Compared
to other parts of the developing world, equally challenged by structural hurdles that have
compromised for quite a long time a more sustained socioeconomic development, the
performance of Latin American countries in handling the pandemic has been extremely
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poor by all standards. And, months after the first case of Covid-19 was reported in Brazil
in late February 2020, the pandemic transmission and fatality rates are yet to be brought
under control.

This means that thousands of lost lives could have been averted. Moreover, it signals the
resumption of a new cycle of impoverishment and destitution that may become endemic
given the low prospects for a rapid rebound, with ECLAC foreseeing negative growth (of
9.1%) in 2020 for the entire region (CEPAL Informe Especial Covid-19 No. 5 2020: 9). In
early January 2020, prior to the deep disruption caused by the pandemic, the IMF1 already
forecasted that Latin America was facing a drastic economic downturn. The region per
capita GDP had dropped by 0.6 per cent per annum between 2014 and 2019 (Rinaldi
2020), after soaring by 2.0 per cent per annum during the commodity boom period
(2000–2013). When Covid-19 struck, the region was already at a disadvantage, suffering
not only as a result of economic drawbacks but also political unrest and social discontent.
The picture is overwhelming: for 2020, the regional per capita GDP is expected to fall by 9.9
per cent (CEPAL Informe Especial Covid-19 No. 5 2020: 10), which says a great deal about
the immense challenges ahead.

Informality, which is a hallmark of the Latin American labour market and concerns
more than half of the working population, is doomed to swell along with mounting
unemployment. To date, of 18 countries, only seven provide unemployment insurance
with general coverage as part of their social protection system (Blofield and Filgueira
2020), meaning that the lack of institutional mechanisms to instantly address income
losses will deteriorate peoplés living conditions at once, especially among low-income
and poor households. Job destruction will likely cause poverty to increase by 45.4
million in 2020, from 185.5 million in 2019–230.9 million, reaching 37.3 per cent of
the overall population. In countries like Honduras, Guatemala, and Nicaragua, over
half of the population will fall into poverty. Extreme poverty will also deepen affecting
nearly 100 million Latin Americans (CEPAL Informe Especial Covid-19 No. 5 2020:
10). ECLAC predicts that the Gini coefficient will jump by 3 per cent or more in
Brazil, Argentina, Mexico, Ecuador, and Uruguay, worsening an already dire record.

These figures are alarming. They question the hype regarding cash transfers that,
throughout the 2000s, were upheld as the core of a new generation of social protection
schemes destined at reforming 21st-century welfare (Lavinas 2013). Latin America was
ahead of time with local experiments to support a broader case for conditional cash trans-
fers (CCTs). Soon the continent was praised for having implemented a monetary safety
net in virtually every country.2 This milestone swiftly acquired a global reach and CCTs
became a role model entrenched in successful slogans most often promoted by scholars,
such as Just Give Money to the Poor (Hanlon, Barrientos, and Hume 2010) or Give a Man
a Fish (Ferguson 2015) to mention a few.

Monetary cash transfers, either contributory or non-contributory, now reach around
2.5 billion people in developing and emerging economies and have gained wide support
as a means for reducing abject deprivation. For some, these novel social schemes have
inaugurated a new status for the poor as right-holders (Leisering 2019). For others,
though mitigating deprivation, they reflect the collateralisation of social policies: they
introduce new connections between poor households and the world of finance
through financial inclusion mechanisms. As such, they result in growing levels of indebt-
edness (Lavinas 2018) among households, especially the most vulnerable, an underlying
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trait of finance-dominated capitalism. Furthermore, actual amounts transferred annually
remain low and are largely ill-suited to meet recipients’ needs (Lavinas 2020). Conversely,
healthcare coverage and access to basic utilities (running water, sanitation, adequate
housing) remain scarce and fragmented in the Global South. More seriously, today
their provision is largely ensured by private companies usually in the hands of investment
and pension funds, whose performance in global financial markets will be determined
regardless of the degree of satisfaction and support of their customers.

Latin America does not diverge from this pattern. Despite real progress in paid access
to electricity, running water and even connectivity (cell phones and internet) – necessi-
tating households to forego large parts of income to the detriment of other basic needs -,
sanitation and housing continue to be marked by sharp deficits. In 2015, more than 100
million people were living in urban slums (ECLAC SGD 11 2019).

Access to health care is also dramatically segmented by income due to the prevailing
underfinancing of public provision. Average public spending on healthcare amounts to
3.7 per cent of regional GDP (ECLAC-PAHO Covid-19 2020), well below the OECD
mark (6.5%). Regarding the ratio of hospital beds per 1,000 inhabitants, only seven
countries in Latin America and the Caribbean reach the global average.

On average, households in the region cover more than one-third of health care costs through
direct out-of-pocket payments (34%), while nearly 95 million people incur catastrophic
health expenditures and nearly 12 million become poorer as a result of these expenditures.
(ECLAC-PAHO Covid-19 2020, 3)

However, despite these massive deficits in social provision, exacerbated by the corona-
virus outbreak, most social policy initiatives have focused on reinforcing monetary
income transfers within social protection systems, rather than expanding access to
social services. Indeed, a preliminary assessment made by ECLAC (Informe Especial
Covid-19 No.3) states that basic services provision corresponded to less than 20 per
cent of all emergency programmes drafted to grapple with the dreadful pandemic fallouts.
More than half amounted to either extending, creating, or anticipating income transfers.

Cash transfers, the bulk of social policy

According to Blofield, Giambruno, and Filgueira (2020), in 2017, one fifth of Latin Amer-
icans (133 million people) were welfare recipients. However, spending on these flagship
targeted programmes corresponded to just 0.37% of regional GDP (against 2.7% in
OECD countries [World Bank 2018]). The average annual per capita benefit neared
$150, an amount well below what would have been necessary to make ends meet. This
amount varies significantly across countries but indicates that the idea of a minimum
income tailored to provide a basic security for the neediest had already become dogma
in the region.

It is striking that, even before the Covid-19 outbreak, amid a persistent economic
slowdown in the region, the effectiveness of the cash transfer approach seemed to be
losing traction. The data show that their coverage had been falling since 2013 (Cecchini
and Atuesta 2017) while poverty rates were up. Austerity policies in the region produced
procyclical rather than a countercyclical path, distorting the ultimate purpose of these
programmes.
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The pandemic both brought the State back in the spotlight and dislodged the false
myth that public spending is harmful to the economy and slows recovery and growth.
Worldwide, expansionary policies, at unprecedented levels, were implemented to
curtail the devastating consequences of an unforeseen recession.

Latin America is no exception. In parallel to substantial fiscal stimulus pledged to
private businesses, either through special credit lines or furlough programmes to
prevent layoffs, governments deployed significant efforts to provide vulnerable house-
holds and the working population with a cushion to get through the crisis as their
income sources dried up (Blofield, Giambruno, and Filgueira 2020; CEPAL Special
Reports Covid-19 2020). Emergency relief packages immediately extended State-spon-
sored cash assistance programmes where they pre-existed. Often, the benefit amount
was also augmented.

Similarly, new schemes were introduced targeted at informal workers with no access to
social security benefits (contributory) and whose activities were crushed by social distancing
measures and enforced lockdowns. In several cases, these exceptional measures have been
remarkably generous, guaranteeing benefits whose value topped or even surpassed the reci-
pientś regular labour earnings. In Argentina, for instance, the Fernandez government has
implemented the Emergency Family Income (IFE), a US$ 100 monthly grant for informal
and precarious workers reaching 11 million people for the duration of the pandemic.

Because the temporary and urgent nature of these measures, a novel and informal rule
was established: unlike CCTs, these emergency programmes are “duty-free” (Van Parijs
2018, 14), that is they are unconditional, breaking with a heavily criticised norm that had
characterised CCTs since their inception. On the one hand, these “ad hoc” programmes
have preserved eligibility criteria, defining the potential target population according to
poverty thresholds, even if in some countries the poverty cut-off was significantly
increased to comprise informal and precarious workers who were not necessarily
poor. On the other hand, the income transfers have no ties attached, freeing recipients
from controls that marked the first generation of cash-transfers.

This shift in the design of these safety nets, by removing conditionalities, has contributed
to intensifying the debate on moving to a universal basic income (UBI) in Latin America,
following the international outcry for the adoption of a citizeńs income. Everywhere, the
simple idea of guaranteeing a universal and unconditional regular income appears to be
the way to mitigate the immeasurable consequences of the appalling disruptions brought
about by the pandemic. A new wave of advocacy for UBI has emerged, around the
world including Latin America. UBI would swiftly reduce income insecurity, preventing
poverty, and would significantly accelerate economic recovery in the post-pandemic era,
by stimulating aggregate demand. Some authors recommend for the UN to install a
global universal basic income (GUBI), “as a foundational stone to build global citizenship”
(Grimalda et al. 2020, 67). This has been proposed to be set at $2.7 per day. ECLAC has
joined the choir and is also advocating for a permanent basic income (Informe Especial
Covid 19 No. 3 2020), to be implemented gradually with the aim of strengthening the
regiońs incomplete and fragile social protection systems. With a pilot being run in
Mexico by the World Bank, a consensus in favour of UBI is looming in the region.

To illustrate how this debate on the future of social policy is unfolding in Latin
America, we look at the Brazilian case, for Brazil,3 though not unique, is certainly a
prime example.
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Brazil: emergency policies reshaping the social protection system

The comprehensive national social security system created in 1988 that provides free,
universal health care (among many other rights) has been made vulnerable by years of
underfinancing. Still, the system continues to be the most effective and democratic insti-
tution when it comes to guaranteeing social rights and wellbeing in Brazil. When the
COVID-19 crisis hit, the federal government and Congress could have reinforced
social assistance, public healthcare, unemployment insurance, and other job allowances
(all constitutive dimensions of the Brazilian social protection system). Instead, they
united to favour ad hoc measures that, though sounding generous, are inevitably
temporary.

The ultraliberal government of President Jair Bolsonaro backed a bill that Congress
approved unanimously early April to adopt an “emergency basic income” programme
that would last during the “state of emergency” declared on March 20, 2020. In principle,
this programme expires on December 31, 2020, along with the state of emergency.4 The
“Emergency Basic Income Program”5 provides a three time-payment, later extended to
five months, of R$ 600 (US$ 120) per month. It is means-tested: anyone over 18 years
old (threshold waived for single mothers) living with a monthly per capita household
income below half a minimum wage (R$ 552 or US$ 110) qualifies. Poor single
mothers (11 million) are paid double (US$ 240). The Minister of the Economy estimates
that the emergency cash programme has reached 65 million people, encompassing as the
target-population previous recipients of Bolsa Familia, informal and precarious workers,
and the unemployed who registered.6 It is worth signalling that Brazilian monthly
median per capita household income, including labour income and all forms of social
benefits like pensions and welfare schemes, corresponds to R$ 862 (US$ 172.4). A
monthly stipend of R$ 600 amounts to 70 per cent of the national median per capita
income and it is three times higher than the Bolsa Familia cash transfer. It was the
first time that Brazil set the bar so high regarding compensatory benefits.

The Brazilian Bureau of Census (IBGE- PNADc 2020) released the first results regard-
ing the impact of the “Emergency Basic Income Program”: (i) 38.7 per cent of all Brazi-
lian households received the programme, with the bottom 40 per cent benefitting most;
(ii) 45 per cent of all Brazilians received the temporary emergency workers’ allowance;
and (iii) 3/4 of all monetary transfers reached the 50 per cent at the bottom of the dis-
tribution scale. According to the Institute of Applied Economic Research (IPEA 2020),
this allowance has compensated 45 per cent of outstanding earning losses due to the pan-
demic. It also increased by 2,000 times the average income of the poorest 10 per cent.
Inequality and poverty rates have fallen amidst a severe economic crisis. An important
lesson from this “ad hoc” initiative is that the previous value of welfare benefits (Bolsa
Família) was out of phase, and should be, consequently, revalued, and at least doubled.

The extremely positive impact of the programme crowned fiscal transfers as the social
policy par excellence, even if groups among the most vulnerable have been left out and
their demands, primarily provision of basic services and subsistence goods, neglected.
Indeed, indigenous and traditional black communities, who were proportionally the
most hardly hit by the pandemic, have been denied7 the right to this temporary
benefit, which is an indication of the challenges for universalising rights in Brazil as a
country that remains very unequal having failed to deal with its colonial structures of
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racialised discrimination. Faced with the threat posed by COVID-19 to indigenous com-
munities, opposition parties passed a law in early July in Congress that provides for a set
of 16 emergency measures to protect some 800,000 indigenous people. President Bolso-
naro, however, vetoed the most fundamental ones, such as guaranteeing the supply of
drinking water, food baskets, hygiene products and specific Intensive Care Units
(ICU) beds for indigenous people infected with the virus, arguing that the Union
could not afford mounting “non-essential expenditures”. The mortality rate among indi-
genous in the Legal Amazon is 150 per cent higher than the national average. The
deficiency of the specific care system for native peoples, the invasion of their lands by
miners and lad-grabbers who can take the virus into their territories and communities,
and continuous deforestation are pointed out as reasons that can explain such a high
mortality rate and lethality.

The Emergency Basic Income Program proved so successful that it revived the debate
on UBI in the country. It bears reminding that Brazil is the only country in the world to
have passed a Law on Basic Income in 2004, 24 hours prior to the adoption of the “Bolsa
Familia Program”. However, the Law remained dead letter and largely unknown to most
Brazilians. To date, it remains unclear why the Workers’ Party (PT) started its mandate
presenting a bill on UBI, which was approved without encountering any opposition, to
pay no heed to it subsequently. And, in times of the pandemic, despite the existence of a
UBI Law, activists, progressive parties, and members of Congress promoted and adopted
a transitory and short-term programme over existing law. This narrow-sighted strategy
debilitates Brazil’s social security system as it contributes to further defunding of public
service provision. In-kind provision of, for instance, healthcare, education, care, housing,
which have historically been heavily underfunded. In Brazil more than 2/3 of social
spending is cash.

Is UBI the way forward in Brazil?

However, the question remains whether the adoption of an emergency (temporary) pro-
gramme also created an opportunity for a strong anchoring in public opinion of what
UBI is, thereby increasing the chances to make it a true, permanent, and unconditional
right in a near future? Or stated differently, did the crisis and the adoption of emergency
measures increase the support for a true UBI in a post-pandemic era? Would Brazilians
also endorse the spread of de-commodified public goods that the country misses so ter-
ribly and support a move towards Universal Basic Services (Gough 2019)?

In 2013, a national survey to assess how Brazilians value social policies found that
51 per cent of the respondents disagreed with the idea of implementing a UBI, while
1/3 was openly in favour (Lavinas 2014). It should also be noted that in Brazil – like
the rest of Latin American countries – there is no universal access to common goods.
On the contrary, the social divide translates into two distinct worlds of social provision-
ing: private services – where quality depends on your ability to pay – versus public ser-
vices – free for those who cannot afford going to the private.

For instance, in Brazil, for every five ICU beds fully equipped in the private sector,
there is only one ICU bed in public hospitals, as 25 per cent of the population subscribes
to a private health insurance, whereas the rest depends on the public system. However,
during the pandemic, a significant and growing number of ICU beds were underutilised
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in the private sector. A campaign was launched by doctors, health workers and their col-
leagues who support the universal public health care system (SUS) for a temporary pro-
gramme, called ICU Beds for All. The idea was to create a pool of ICU beds, coordinated
by a public entity, to improve access and sort out the waiting list.8 Private providers and
big health insurers strongly reacted against this proposal arguing that it would bring
about the collapse of the private sector and a breach of contract to the detriment of
their customers, putting them at risk of being sued. No agreement could be reached
and at the mid of September 2020, Brazil is second only to the United States, with
more than 4.7 million confirmed cases, and 142,000 fatalities (both figures broadly
underestimated given that testing is rather scarce in Brazil).

It is now obvious that the COVID-19 pandemic was insufficient to unite Brazilians
around a more equitable distribution of health services, even at the cost of so many
lives lost. Conversely, the general support for the federal cash programme has continued
to grow and helps keep the call for a UBI in the spotlight.

This paradox raises questions that remain unanswered. First, will it be possible to
couple a universal basic income at a relatively significant amount at least to eradicate
abject poverty with other universal social policies that are urgently needed such as
public healthcare, good public education, social housing, and adequate sanitation?
And, second, to what extent would endorsing a UBI strengthen the social security
system already threatened by austerity measures derived from the cap on public spending
(in force until 2036, blocking real increases) and by attempts of the Bolsonaro govern-
ment to fully reshape it through a tax reform and the merging of different social
benefits restricting them to poverty relief programmes?

As regards to the first question, what would be the cost of a UBI in Brazil? Of course,
the cost depends on the design of the programme. To get a rough idea of the cost of a
considerably basic programme, let us consider a stipend that would be equivalent to
the extreme poverty line recommended by the World Bank, that is US$ 1.90 per
capita/per day. Rounding it up, the monthly current benefit would amount to R$ 300
per individual. Let us then imagine that when the law was approved in 2004 the Brazilian
government decided to implement the programme starting with children under
five. Given that it would be impossible to grant a stipend to all Brazilians (211 million
people) all at once, the idea is that we would launch a UBI by targeting the children to
prevent intergenerational poverty. The new benefit will accompany the beneficiaries
throughout their lifetime as an unconditional right. Focusing on children sounds appro-
priate because the pension system in Brazil provides a satisfactory income security to the
elderly: 85 per cent of all seniors over 65 receive a public pension, either contributory or
non-contributory, whose monthly amount (floor) corresponds to no less than a
minimum wage.

By providing a UBI to children under five in 2004, today’s number of potential reci-
pients under 20 years old totals 60.7 million people (IBGE, PNAD 2004; PNAD C 2020).
This programme would cost R$ 220 billion (or US$ 40 billion), meaning seven times the
annual spending with the Bolsa Familia Program (R$ 32 billion – US$ 5.8 billion) or 2.94
per cent of GDP in 2019. 57,3% of all stipends would go to the bottom 40% of the dis-
tribution. By the end of 2020, the current Emergency Program might attain an overall
spending of R$ 275 billion (or US$ 50 billion), figures close to the proposed UBI, reach-
ing an almost equal number of recipients (though different people) but with a benefit
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which is twofold (R$ 600). Since the number of recipients would increase on a regular
basis, by incorporating those born each year, adopting a UBI would mean revoking
the ceiling that freezes public expenditure, a move that has no chances of happening
under the present ultraliberal administration.

To grant US$ 60 a month to 60.7 million people in 2019 would cost almost twice as
much as the federal spending on the public healthcare system (R$ 117 billion or 1.64%
of GDP). In 2019, outstanding federal social spending amounted to R$ 1.73 trillion
(US$ 315 billion). Paying a basic income of R$ 300 would compromise 27 per cent of
all social spending, signalling that this share would continue to rise.

Monetary transfers remain the bulk of social spending, accounting for 68 per cent.
Should Brazil continue to expand cash transfers, to the detriment of providing
running water, sanitation, housing, equal standards in education and healthcare? The
most recent data from IBGE (2018) show that 31.1 million Brazilians (16% of the popu-
lation) have no access to tap-water, whereas 72.4 million (37% of the population) lack
proper sanitation. Not to mention decades of deep housing shortage affecting millions
of poor and low-income families who end up living in slums, which makes them less
immune to all sorts of diseases in times of pandemics and more exposed to all kinds
of violence, especially police abuse.

The second question relates to the future of the Brazilian social protection system,
which has been underfinanced for quite a long time, and now risks being completely dis-
mantled. The Minister of the Economy, an old member of the Chicago Boys who worked
for the Pinochet Regime, intends to overhaul social security. He initiated a pension
reform in 2019, making it harder for informal workers to get a full pension at retirement.

Now, that same ultraliberal minister proposes the creation of a “Brazil Income
Program”, resulting from the merging of several benefits, both contributory and non-
contributory. This new welfare programme would replace the popular Emergency
Basic Income Program to be discontinued from January 2021, due to being considered
excessively costly and conflicting with the constitutional cap preventing real increases
in non-financial public spending. The large majority of todaýs recipients will be ruled
out, unless they fall into poverty. Workers’ rights like job allowances, unemployment
benefits, and other benefits alike will all be suppressed and substituted by an anti-
poverty programme to reach 57 million people, granting a monthly stipend of R$ 232
(US$ 46.4) per month, 15 per cent above the average payment of Bolsa Familia. They
expect to spend R$ 52 billion per year with this new programme, which is less than 1
per cent of the 2019 Brazilian GDP. This means that the coverage against risks and
poverty will be shortened and people’s autonomy and wellbeing consequently corroded.

Therefore, and even prior to the end of the pandemic, Braziĺs social protection
system is likely to shrink, emphasising further targeted poverty relief programmes,
marked by a lower take up rate and benefits at a value below what is needed to
overcome extreme poverty. Moreover, universal services such as health care and
education, already quite eroded before the pandemic, end up provoking distrust
and criticism as they collapse due to Bolsonarós deliberate mishandling and politici-
sation of the contagion and its dire consequences. One more time, what is public
appears to be inadequate, insufficient, ill-provided, and doomed to fail, which
reinforces market provision as the satisfying substitute, making people lean
towards preferring cash.
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Concluding remarks

One could expect that the pandemic, by exacerbating shortfalls in different systems of
provision (Bayliss and Fine 2020), notably the healthcare one, would galvanise public
responses and collective responsibilities. This does not seem to be the case in Brazil
and much of Latin America, where the masses have been left to their own fate, unless
enjoying the support of informal networks of solidarity. Most governments in the
region failed to deliver on many things, except on securing cash transfers during the lock-
down. If even in a deadly pandemic the statés ability to protect its citizens is mostly
limited to ensuring liquidity for the sake of markets, then it is easy to understand why
UBI has become a global issue, strongly backed by progressive coalitions and more con-
servative ones.

These concerns point to the ineluctable call for a joint perspective associating some
sort of income support and universal public provision to democratise access and oppor-
tunities by fully de-commodifying wellbeing. For now, nevertheless, these voices do not
converge, nor do their supporters seek to build a common ground. These two paradigms
sound antagonistic competing against each other for primacy, funding and ideological
and political support.

The strained shift from in-kind provision to more cash is well-known, and it has
strengthened over the past two decades under the sway of neoliberalism and financialisa-
tion. In high-income nations, once the paragons of social security, the social state has
been increasingly dismantled provoking shortfalls and the deterioration of public ser-
vices. In middle- and low-income countries, where welfare regimes are generally incom-
plete or non-existent, the trend has been towards promoting widespread targeted anti-
poverty programmes based on direct cash transfers, while access to a wide array of
basic services is incentivised through pro-market mechanisms such as loans and other
financial products and devices. In both cases, what used to be public is now largely pro-
vided by finance. Under the aegis of finance-dominated capitalism, regular income
streams, even at exceptionally low levels, are key in boosting dynamics of financialisation
more broadly (securitisation process, derivative markets, insurance) and expand the
bounds of financial markets. Therefore, it is crucial to understand that giving up
public provisioning systems (Gough 2019) to favour cash payments will just intensify
the commodification and financialisation of the sphere of social reproduction, breaking
with social solidarity and collective agency.

Early July, the same Congress that approved the Emergency Basic Income Program in
Brazil voted for the full privatisation of water supply and sanitation. Behind this move is
the understanding that enlarging access to cash to those most affected by the pandemic
would also make it easier to expand further a business model grounded in denying basic
human rights and ensuring huge profits for pension and mutual funds that today drive
financial investments in infrastructure in the country. After the longest and most severe
recession Brazil has faced over a century since 2015, and in view of the growth projec-
tions ahead (−9.1% for 2020, according to the IMF), fiscal resources will rapidly dry.
The prospects are no different to other Latin American countries.

Latin America is at the crossroads once again. Income transfers hold sway over the
debate on the nature and scope of social protection systems in Latin America. There is
no doubt that to live in market societies a satisfactory level of income security is
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required. But how much else is necessary to address the failures of broken systems
that are ineffective in promoting radical equality? Is it attainable primarily through
income transfers? The major differential of a UBI is to de-commodify labour. It
may however be equally crucial to de-commodify the social reproduction of labour,
by ensuring that education, day-care, healthcare, training, transportation and other
basic needs are fully met for being fully de-commodified. Otherwise, UBI or any
other form of unconditional cash transfers will act as a powerful pro-market mechan-
ism, upholding income-related and highly segmented private provision, mostly
through the financial sector, fuelling debt cycles rather than overcoming discrimi-
nation and inequality.

Notes

1. https://blogs.imf.org/2020/01/29/outlook-for-latin-america-and-the-caribbean-new-
challenges-to-growth/.

2. Five countries did not implement means-test anti-poverty programmes prior to the pan-
demic: El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Venezuela (Blofield and Filgueira
2020).

3. Mexico is seriously considering the adoption of a UBI in the short run, either by providing
to everyone a minimum wage (currently US$167 per month) or by guaranteeing access to
basic needs (providing a monthly benefit of US$ 144) (ECLAC, Informe Especial Covid-
19 No. 3).

4. In Brazil, a state of emergency allows extraordinary spending, suppressing the 2016 cap
imposed by constitutional amendment that impedes any real increase in social spending
until 2036 regardless of economic growth or rise in tax revenues.

5. It would be more accurate to name it “Emergency Workers’ Allowance Program.”
6. Because the economic crisis may last for quite long, the emergency stipend will probably be

extended for a few more months but lowered by half or even less. To date, there has not been
a final decision on the issue. https://oglobo.globo.com/economia/auxilio-emergencial-seis-
milhoes-de-pessoas-podem-ficar-de-fora-na-nova-fase-do-pagamento-24643729.

7. Indigenous communities and other traditional black communities (quilombolas)were not
taken into consideration as potential recipients of the federal emergency programme. It
was a discretionary and deliberated decision made by Bolsonaro government, which
prompted the reaction of Congress.

8. https://www.opendemocracy.net/es/cola-unica-hospitalaria-por-que-no-prevalece-el-
interes-publico-en-brasil/.
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