Different scenarios for reducing child poverty in Georgia: Results of policy simulations based on WMS 2017

Introduction
Since 2009 UNICEF’s Georgia country office has been conducting biennial Welfare Monitoring Survey (WMS). This nationally-representative panel survey is designed to assess multiple dimensions of wellbeing of Georgian children and their families and as such, has actively been used by UNICEF and partner organisations to inform child policy making process in Georgia. The overall evidence generated by WMS suggests that while considerable progress has been made in reducing child poverty, significant challenges remain. A major concern is the volatility of Georgian households’ welfare – over two-thirds of households participating in WMS have been found to consume less than the subsistence minimum at least once in previous four rounds. At the same time, a sizable proportion of children and their families was found to be in chronic poverty. Consumption poverty rates also conceal various forms of material deprivation experienced by large proportions of Georgian children that may have irreversible damaging effects on their development. Moreover, the progress appears to be significantly decelerating in recent years and low-income households increasingly rely on debts to finance their consumption. These worrying trends raise the need for considering different ways through which the existing social protection programmes can be made more effective in terms of protecting Georgian children from poverty.   
The purpose of the present paper is to facilitate this discussion by examining the most recent trends in child welfare, simulating the effects of various policy scenarios and based on these developing a set of recommendations. The analysis is mainly based on 2017 WMS data, however we also use Geostat’s Integrated Household Survey (SHINDA) to carry out robustness checks and utilise more detailed data on working age population’s labour market characteristics. 
The paper is organized as follows. The first section examines the reasons why people apply or refrain from applying for social assistance. It then presents the general and labour market profiles of the recipients of Targeted Social Assistance (TSA) and compares it with the rest of the population. The second section tracks the effects of various social protection programmes on child poverty. The third section analyses the dynamics of child poverty and identifies the factors correlated with movement into and out of poverty, as well as chronic poverty. The fourth section presents the results of various policy simulations and discusses their advantages and limitations. The concluding section sums up the main findings and lists a set of recommendations for the consideration of national child policy makers.

Section 1. TSA programme: profile of TSA recipients
TSA programme is Georgia’s primary tool for channelling resources to poor households. After old-age pensions it is the largest social protection programme in terms of both spending and coverage. It uses proxy means-testing procedure to identify households eligible for cash transfers and some in-kind benefits, including health insurance. Cash transfers are provided to households with a welfare score below 65,000. The amount of cash benefit is  graded in line with the households’ welfare score – the maximum amount is 60 GEL a month per person while the minimum is 30 GEL a month per person. In addition, households with a welfare score between 65,000 and 100,000 receive 10 GEL a month for each child. 
According to Social Services Agency (SSA) which administers the TSA programme, by April 2018, there were 326,101 households containing 972,623 individuals registered in the database of socially vulnerable families to request social assistance. Of these, 130,750 households with 451,538 persons received cash assistance. Figure 1 shows distribution of the TSA applicant households based on their welfare score. 
Figure 1. Number of households registered in the Database of Socially Vulnerable Households by  welfare score brackets

Source: http://ssa.gov.ge/index.php?lang_id=&sec_id=1297 
According to WMS, in the 12 months preceding  its fifth round (2017), 15.4% of Georgian households applied for some form of social assistance, either from TSA programme, or from local authorities, the Ministry of Internally Displaced Persons from the Occupied Territories, Accommodation and Refugees,  national and international charities, public defender’s office, private enterprises and so on. Of these, 8.6% of households applied for only TSA;  6.0% for other social assistance only and 0.6% for both TSA and some other form of assistance. 
There are multiple reasons for why households apply for social assistance, but in the case of both TSA and assistance provided from other organisations the most frequently reported requests are cash assistance and health insurance/medical assistance  (table 1). However, cash assistance is more frequently sought in the case when people apply for TSA only, while assistance in obtaining health services is more prevalent when people apply either only for other assistance or TSA and other assistance.
Table 1. Reasons for applying for social assistance
	Type of assistance requested
	Applied for TSA only
	Applied for other assistance
	Applied for both types of assistance

	Cash assistance
	91%
	56%
	95%

	Assistance in obtaining health services
	17%
	42%
	67%

	Food assistance
	5%
	2%
	8%

	Financing education
	1%
	0%
	0%

	Benefits for transport and other payments
	6%
	0%
	9%

	Repair of dwelling
	1%
	7%
	11%

	Own dwelling
	1%
	2%
	0%

	Others received assistance and I also wanted
	3%
	0%
	0%

	Service for children with disabilities
	1%
	0%
	0%

	Other
	1%
	2%
	0%

	Difficult to answer  
	50%
	0%
	2%

	Refusal
	0%
	0%
	0%


Source: WMS 2017. Note: respondents were allowed to select several options, thus figures add up to more than 100%.
There is a marked difference in the success of submitted applications between TSA and other assistance. Only one in six people who applied for TSA was fully satisfied with the outcome of his/her application and another one in 12 considered their request to be partially satisfied (Table 2). This contrasts with assistance requests to other public and private entities of which nearly three-fifths were fully or partially satisfied. One reason for this difference is that unlike TSA, which follows a uniform procedure, organisations that assistance seekers applied to have more discretion at the bureaucracy level and thus can be more flexible when considering the requests. Furthermore, most of the requests outside TSA are one-off and thus easier to satisfy. However, the large difference in application success rates necessitates the need for more in-depth understanding of the cause.  
Table 2. Application success rate for TSA and other assistance 
	 
	TSA
	Other assistance

	Fully satisfied
	16.7%
	28.5%

	Partially satisfied
	7.8%
	29.9%

	Not satisfied at all
	65.1%
	33.5%

	Other
	8.3%
	4.7%

	Refusal
	0
	0.7%

	Difficult to answer
	2%
	2.6%


Source: WMS 2017
It should also be noted that 44% of households below the general poverty (consumption per equivalent adult < 165.1 GEL) line did not apply for any form of social assistance. Table 3 displays the reasons why poor households refrain from applying for social assistance. The most common reason appears to be the lack of hope that the request will be satisfied (51%). It is followed by people not considering that they do not need assistance (25%) and previous rejection (10%). A small proportion (4%) also does not know who to apply to. Important to note that only 1% of poor households consider applying for assistance demeaning.
Table 3. Reasons for not applying for social assistance
	Reason
	%

	 I have asked earlier and there is no more need in asking
	10,1

	 I thought that my family does not need social assistance
	24,7

	 I do not know whom to ask
	4,1

	 I do not hope that I will be given assistance
	50,9

	 I cannot myself and have nobody who could help me to apply
	0,9

	 I did not have the documents in order
	0,1

	 Asking for assistance is above my family’s dignity
	1,1

	 Language barrier
	0,1

	Other
	1

	 Refusal
	0,9

	 Difficult to answer
	6,1


Source: WMS 2017
It is also interesting to note that at any level of income the maximum proportion of households that applies for assistance is less than 25% (Figure X). As expected, the probability of applying for social assistance decreases in line with the increase in households’ total monthly income per equivalent adult. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Figure X. Probability of applying for some kind of social assistance by total household income per equivalent adult
[image: ]
Source: WMS 2017
The remainder of the section provides the profile of TSA recipients by showing the composition of the this group based on general socio-economic and labour market characteristics and comparing it to the rest of the population. As figure 2 shows, the majority of TSA beneficiaries – 56% lives in rural areas while among those who do not benefit from the programme 50% live outside cities.    
Figure 2. Place of residence, TSA recipients vs. the rest

Source: WMS 2017
People with low education qualifications are over-represented among the TSA beneficiaries. Over three quarters of working-age people who receive cash transfer have not continued education beyond the secondary school (Figure 3). Only one in ten beneficiaries has university degree and 15% possess upper secondary education. In contrast, among non-TSA beneficiaries nearly half have either upper secondary or higher education. 
Figure 3. Education status, TSA recipients vs. the rest

Source: WMS 2017
The majority of the TSA recipients are working age persons – 58%, while among non-beneficiaries this share is 52% (Figure 4). However, of all age cohorts, children are the most over-represented among the beneficiaries – they constitute 30% of all beneficiaries while their share in population not covered by the programme is 18%. This reflects the recent changes in TSA formula which ascribe more weight to the needs of families with children, but also the fact that children continue to face higher risk of being poor than the working age adults or retired people. 
Figure 4. Age cohorts, TSA recipients vs. the rest

Source: WMS 2017
The fact that TSA at present is skewed in favour of families with children can also be seen from figure 5. Nearly 70% of households that do not receive TSA have no children, while more than half of TSA beneficiary households have at least one child. TSA recipient households are also more likely to have two, three or four children than other households.
Figure 5. Number of children in household, TSA recipients vs. the rest

Source: WMS (2017)
Households that receive TSA are also more likely to have additional vulnerabilities than the rest of the households. Nearly 7% of TSA recipient households has at least one disabled member, while among non-recipient households this proportion is only 2% (Figure 6). Similarly, over 11% of households that receive TSA are internally displaced, while among non-recipient households the corresponding ratio is 7% (Figure 7).  
Figure 6. Disability status, TSA recipients vs. the rest

Source: WMS 2017
Figure 7. IDP status, TSA recipients vs. the rest
 
Source: WMS 2017
Working age members’ employment status is a major determinant of household’s welfare. The following figures compare key labour market characteristics of population above the age of 15 for TSA recipients and the rest.
Figure 8 shows that less than 10% of TSA recipients are in paid employment compared to 27 per cent among the rest of the population. TSA recipients are also more likely to be self-employed (39% vs. 34%), retired (15% vs. 12%) and unemployed (10% vs. 8%).
Figure 8. Employment status of population above the age of 15, TSA recipients vs. the rest 

Source: SHINDA 2016
The differences between the two groups become more pronounced in the case of distribution of the employed across economic activities. 81% of TSA recipients are employed in agriculture, while for non-TSA recipients this share is 46% (Table 4). Apart from agriculture there is no other economic activity in which at least 5%  of TSA recipients would be employed. In contrast, small, but substantial proportions of non-TSA recipients are employed in wholesale and retail trade, education, transport and communication and public administration.  
Table 4. Employment distribution by economic activities, TSA recipients vs. the rest
	 Economic activity
	no TSA
	TSA recipient

	Agriculture, hunting and forestry; Fishing
	45,9%
	80,6%

	Mining
	0,9%
	0,8%

	Manufacturing
	5%
	2,6%

	Production and distribution of electricity, gas and water
	1,1%
	0,3%

	Construction
	4,4%
	2,3%

	Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and personal and household items
	10%
	3,7%

	Hotels and restaurants
	1,5%
	1%

	Transport and communication
	5,2%
	1,4%

	Financial intermediation
	2%
	0,6%

	Real estate, renting and business activities
	2,2%
	0,6%

	Public administration
	6,3%
	1,7%

	Education
	8,5%
	1,7%

	Health and social work
	3,3%
	1%

	Other community, social and personal service activities
	3,1%
	1,3%

	Private households employing domestic staff and undifferentiated production activities
	0,7%
	0,5%


Source: SHINDA 2016
Zooming in on the distribution of wage employment across public and private enterprises, TSA recipients are less likely to work for a state-owned enterprise than people who do not receive TSA – 24% vs 36% (Figure 19). 
Figure 9. Employment by sector, TSA recipients vs. the rest

Source: SHINDA 2016
Agriculture remains the primary source of self-employment in Georgia. As figure 10 shows, 96% of TSA beneficiaries who are self-employed work in their own or family member’s farms. The share of family farmers is also very high among non-TSA recipient self-employed people, but in this group 18% either own a non-agricultural enterprise without hired employees, or own a farm which employees non-family members for wage. 
Figure 10. Distribution of self-employed across, TSA recipients vs. the rest 

Source: SHINDA 2016
Because farming is a major source of self-employment, the size of the land plots used for farming matters. As figure 11 shows, the majority of Georgian households living in rural areas have no or less than one hectare of land plots they can use for farming. However, TSA recipients more disadvantaged in this regard as well: only 15% of them live in households that have  one to five hectares of land, while for non-TSA recipients this proportion is 30%. 
Figure 11. Size of land plots in rural areas, TSA recipients vs. the rest

There are also some differences in the duration of unemployment between TSA recipients and the rest (Figure 12). For example, 27% of unemployed TSA recipient have never worked while for non-TSA recipients this proportion is 20%. Yet, the most important finding of this figure is that long-term unemployment is major challenge for the whole country. More than half of unemployed in both groups have either never had a job or have been unemployed for over three years.
Figure 12. Duration of unemployment, TSA recipients vs. the rest

Source: SHINDA 2016
In summary, the analysis shows that the primary reason why people apply for social assistance is cash and health care services. While TSA is the main social assistance programme, assistance seekers also frequently apply to other public and non-governmental organisations. Reported success rate for recent TSA applications appears to be particularly low when compared to other forms of social assistance. This is likely to be one of the main reasons many poor people from applying for TSA: over 60% of poor households that did not apply for any assistance quoted lack of hope and previous rejection as the reasons why they refrained from seeking social assistance.
The analysis also shows that as intended, TSA disproportionately benefits people from vulnerable groups: rural population, people with low educational qualification, children, disabled people and IDPs. Furthermore, the labour market profile helps to identify the key vulnerability of TSA recipient households: the lack of wage employment opportunities and dominance of small-scale farming as the primary source of livelihood.   
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