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region relates to having community programmes (at 83% of companies 
scored), and companies in Southeast Asia stand out globally in this respect. 
Though this is commendable, these types of programmes are no substitute 
for stronger, more integrated policies that understand their children’s 
rights impacts through their corporate operations. Half of the companies 
benchmarked do not have child labour policies, for example. Charitable 
programmes cannot be depended on as they are often the first type of 
corporate policy to be abandoned in strong economic downturns. 

COVID-19 has exposed how precarious so many of our gains are—and 
there’s now a risk that the global community’s efforts in meeting the SDGs will 
be upended. The ability of the private sector to be of help in efforts to “build 
back better” is dependent on its ability to know how to approach its own 
shortcomings. ‘The State of Children’s Rights and Business in Southeast 
Asia 2020’ is an excellent asset for any company wanting to learn how to 
uphold children’s rights and better understand how their policies and actions 
can impact children’s lives. The benchmark is designed to give clear and 
practical steps to support companies in climbing the ladder, so to speak, to 
achieve a position of leadership vis-à-vis children’s rights issues.

annual year 2019, those information sources are unlikely to acknowledge 
the impact that the pandemic is having on operations or their responses to it, 
including those policies that protect children. This report, jointly written by the 
Global Child Forum and ELEVATE, attempts an overview of how COVID-19 
is impacting the region, including its impacts on children—while being 
cognizant of the fact that this is a multi-faceted issue that is still very much in 
flux. 

What follows can in some ways be read as an effort to come to grips with 
the overall economic and social impact of the pandemic on Southeast Asia’s 
children while serving as a clarion call to heed the warnings that are emerging. 

Looking through the lens of Southeast Asia’s corporate sector’s understanding 
of children’s rights, it can be safely stated that, while improvements were 
made between 2016-2019 (using The Corporate Sector and Children’s 
Rights Benchmark results for both years), the region’s largest companies 
do not as of yet have a strong understanding of how their operations 
affect the lives of children. One of the highest scored indicators in the 

COVID-19 has exposed 
how precarious so  
many of our gains areIn the midst of work on The State of Children’s Rights and 

Business in Southeast Asia 2020 (the benchmark) the global 
pandemic of COVID-19 hit, and while we were analysing annual 
reports for 2019, the situation in real time changed rapidly. 

As the benchmark is based on publicly available information primarily covering 
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About this report

The State of Children’s Rights and Business in Southeast 
Asia 2020 was developed by collecting the public 
disclosures from 232 of the largest companies, by 
revenue (2018), across eight sectors and six countries in 
Southeast Asia1. 

This report was developed in two stages. High-level desktop research was first 
conducted on each of the countries covered in the benchmark to understand 
key impacts on children, and on the economy and society at large. Expert 
stakeholders in the region were then engaged through interviews, sharing their 
insights on emerging trends related to impacts of COVID-19 on children. 

Where relevant, information from the benchmark, including sector scores 
or highlights from corporate sector comments, have been included in this 
document to provide additional context to the scale of issues.

At the time of concluding this report (Dec 2020), COVID-19 continues 
to unfold across Southeast Asia, with some countries reaching new peak 
infection rates. While there are now many promising developments by way of 
vaccinations, COVID-19 has had and will continue to have profound impacts 
in the region. Though this report seeks to provide readers of the benchmark 
with a context to better understand findings, it is by no means comprehensive. 
Comparative and robust data that would allow for comparisons between 
2020 and previous years is limited.  

1  Sectors covered include: Apparel & Retail, B2B, Basic Materials, Energy & Utilities, Financials, Food, 

Beverage & Personal Care, Technology & Telecom and Travel & Leisure.  

Countries covered: Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam.  

Results were analysed and categorised by sector

Participating organisations include: 

• The Centre for Child Rights and Business

• ECPAT

• Friends International

• ILO

• Institute for Human Rights and Business

• Save the Children

• UNESCO

• UNICEF

COVID-19 has had and will 
continue to have profound  
impacts in the region.
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Understanding the region

2 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?most_recent_value_desc=true 
3 https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/understanding-asean-se-

ven-things-you-need-to-know# 
4 ASEAN, or Association of Southeast Asian Nations, refers to: Brunei, Myanmar, Cambodia, 

Timor-Leste, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam.

5 https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/genericdocument/

wcms_735103.pdf
6 The Children’s Rights and Business Atlas http://www.childrensrightsatlas.org/ 

Southeast Asia is a heterogeneous region, each country 
unique in its socioeconomic, historical, political and 
environmental preconditions. 

Major economic advances have been made in recent years concentrated 
in productivity gains in the manufacturing, retail, telecommunications, and 
transportation sectors. Though some databases may assign the label of lower 
income to Southeast Asia, this is in fact not the case for all the countries we’re 
examining here. For example, Singapore’s per capita GDP surpasses that of 
Western economies, including the United States2, while Vietnam continues to 
grow rapidly, doubling its per capita gross domestic product (GDP) between 
1995 and 20063. The region is also highly migratory, with both origin and 
destination countries for intra-ASEAN4 workforce migration. Indonesia, 
for example, as an origin country, Thailand, and Singapore as destination 
countries, and Malaysia is listed as both origin and destination5. 

Laws and regulations, including those related to children, can vary greatly. 
For example, among the six countries in the benchmark, job protection is 
guaranteed for mothers during paid maternity leave, though paternity leave by 
law ranges from 0-1.4 weeks6.

The progression, response and recovery with regard to this pandemic speaks 
more to the differences than the similarities across the region.

The progression, response 
and recovery with regard to 
this pandemic speaks more 
to the differences than the 
similarities across the region.

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?most_recent_value_desc=true
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/understanding-asean-seven-
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/understanding-asean-seven-
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/genericdocument/wcms_735103.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/genericdocument/wcms_735103.pdf
http://www.childrensrightsatlas.org/
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Restrictions of movement and economic downturns 

Physical distancing measures (also known nationally as ‘movement control 
orders’, ‘circuit breakers’, ‘lockdowns’) initiated to control the spread of the 
virus has led to an economic downturn as exports slow, manufacturing facilities 
close, and tourism halts. The economic impact in Southeast Asia continues to 
be tracked. The most recent forecasts published by the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB) in December estimate the region’s GDP, for the first time in 
decades, will see negative growth of -4.4% (after seeing positive growth rates 
of 5.1 and 4.4 in 2018 and 2019, respectively)7.  At the household level, this 
drop in GDP comes with increased levels of unemployment, household debt 
and increased poverty. 

9 https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/macro-poverty-outlook/mpo_eap#sec3
10 https://wttc.org/Research/Economic-Impact/moduleId/704/itemId/55/controller/DownloadRe-

quest/action/QuickDownload

7 Asian Development Bank. Asian Development Outlook (ADO) 2020 Update (September 2020). 

https://www.adb.org/what-we-do/economic-forecasts/september-2020
8 https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/weo-database/2020/October

COVID-19 in Southeast Asia

The unemployment rates in the region are forecast by the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) to rise from an average of 3.18 in 2019 to 5.09 in 20208. This 
forecast, however, cannot fully capture the rate of unemployment with accuracy 
as large parts of the region’s population work in the informal economy.

The World Bank’s Macro Poverty Outlook estimates that in the majority of 
these same countries (aside from Vietnam, where rates are set to decrease 
and Singapore, where data is not provided), poverty rates are set to increase, 
with the greatest jump occurring in the Philippines (poverty increase of 1.7% 
or over 1.8 million people) and Indonesia (increase of 1.5% or over 4 million 
people) at upper middle-income poverty rate of US$5.50 in 2011 PPP9. 

Physical distancing measures initiated to 
control the spread of the virus has led to an 
economic downturn

https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/macro-poverty-outlook/mpo_eap#sec3
https://wttc.org/Research/Economic-Impact/moduleId/704/itemId/55/controller/DownloadRequest/action/Q
https://wttc.org/Research/Economic-Impact/moduleId/704/itemId/55/controller/DownloadRequest/action/Q
https://www.adb.org/what-we-do/economic-forecasts/september-2020
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/weo-database/2020/October
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Industries impacted, jobs and  
income loss and impact on households 

Southeast Asia is recognised internationally as a tourist destination, a 
manufacturing hotspot, and a  fast-growing domestic consumer market. Tourism, 
for example, accounted for over 12% of regional GDP in 2019, with visitors 
spending slightly above 9% of total exports . In the early weeks of the pandemic, 
all governments enacted emergency border closures, blocking international 
tourists from entering to avoid imported virus cases, and the majority of these 
are still in place, rendering international tourism virtually nonexistent. Aside from 
the Philippines, more than 40% of the tourist spending in the countries in focus 
was by international visitors in 2019, with Thailand and Singapore reporting the 
highest reliance on international visitors, at over 70% of spending11. 

Tourism: A sector making progress on children’s 
rights, now heavily impacted by COVID-19 

In the benchmark, 13 Travel and Leisure companies 
were assessed. The findings are promising; when 
compared to the sector results in 2016, there has 
been an increase in the total average score. The sector 
also shows results on par with the highest scoring 
sector (Food, Beverage & Personal Care) for both 
marketplace and workplace indicators. In addition, 
77% of companies in this sector report on making 
donations or collaborating with non-governmental 
organisations with a focus on children’s rights. As this 
sector continues to feel the impacts of the pandemic, 
there is a risk that companies will be less able to 
continue promoting children’s rights in the same way.  

Other sectors in the region most significantly impacted include those with 
value chain disruptions that rely on external demand, such as manufacturing 
and apparel. In Vietnam, it is estimated that income loss for those in 
manufacturing would nearly double the poverty in households linked to this 
sector from 18% to 31%, and from 14% to 28% for households linked to the 
garment industry12. When jobs are lost, not just employees are affected, so too 
are their dependants. With COVID-19’s unrelenting impacts on travel and 
tourism, as well as the manufacturing sector, we can expect a significant impact 
on individual households engaged in these sectors throughout the region.      

Beyond high-risk sectors, for which one can find more data-points, those 
employed in the informal economy are also highly vulnerable to market shocks. 
Informal employees, often without the benefit of sick leave and unable to 
access immediate compensation or social protection, face significant income 
loss. While there is currently not a mechanism to track the size of informal 
employment across ASEAN using consistent measurement techniques13, data 
provided at the individual country level range from limited information on the 
informal economy in Singapore, to upwards of 70% informal employment in 
Indonesia14. There is also concern for those who may not have the same access 
to social safety nets, including minorities, refugees, migrants and other vulnerable 
groups. Undocumented migrant families, for example, may not be able to access 
healthcare and social service provisions. Even when testing and treatment is 
available to migrants in countries, there remains the risk of arrest and detention in 
any interaction with government officials, including those in the health sector15.

11 https://wttc.org/Research/Economic-Impact
12  https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/33477  
13 https://asean.org/storage/2012/05/13-Regional-Study-on-Informal-Employment-Statistics-to-Sup-

port-Decent-Wo....pdf

14 https://ilostat.ilo.org/topics/informality/
15 https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/briefingnote/

wcms_746979.pdf

https://wttc.org/Research/Economic-Impact
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/33477
https://asean.org/storage/2012/05/13-Regional-Study-on-Informal-Employment-Statistics-to-Support-Decent-Wo....pdf
https://asean.org/storage/2012/05/13-Regional-Study-on-Informal-Employment-Statistics-to-Support-Decent-Wo....pdf
https://ilostat.ilo.org/topics/informality/
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/briefingnote/wcms_746979.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/briefingnote/wcms_746979.pdf
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School closure, education disruption and digital access

One of the earliest and most consistent forms of restricting movement to 
affect children was school closures. During the peak in April, more than 90% 
of students worldwide were impacted by school closures16. At the onset, 
UNESCO warned of potential consequences of these closures, ranging from 
interruptions in learning and challenges in implementing distancing learning, 
to more severe impacts, including compromised nutrition (specifically for 
students relying on free or discounted school meals) and increased dropout 
rates (focusing on children who may need to work to generate income for 
economically distressed households)17. Medium- and long-term impacts to 
children are still not fully understood. 

Shifting from in-person learning to distanced education presents barriers, 
especially in areas without equal access to computers or internet. Unlike 
Singapore, with high access and connectivity rates, only 19% of Indonesian, 
16% of Thai, and 26% of Vietnamese households have a computer18, 
representing a major barrier to accessing eLearning. Friends International 
reports that in the countries in which they operate (Cambodia, Indonesia, 
Thailand and Vietnam), “children from vulnerable families, low-income families, 
or those in rural areas have been the most impacted, and a significant number 
of children will not have access to regular education in the next year”. 

16 https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/

wcms_753369.pdf 

17 https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse/consequences 
18 https://www.itu.int/net4/ITU-D/icteye#/topics/1104

COVID-19 impacts on children

Beyond the loss with in-person learning, school closures also impact children’s 
social development and activities. One interview participant also commented on 
the impacts that the closure of playgrounds and cancellation of sports has on the 
mental state of children. As discussed in the benchmark, supporting children to 
meet educational needs presents a straightforward entry point for private sector 
action. Especially during COVID-19, companies can support their employees 
via flexible working arrangements and parental leave.

An opportunity to provide connectivity

In corporate sector interviews for the 
benchmark, stakeholders commented on the 
impact that COVID-19 has had on children’s 
education. One sustainability professional 
highlighted the importance of ensuring 
access to the internet and mobile access 
to enable online learning for all children 
during the pandemic, noting that there is an 
opportunity here for companies within the 
Technology & Telecom sector to help.  In 
some cases, products providing mobile 
learning, sometimes launched pre-COVID, 
have proven particularly useful in this situation. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_753369.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_753369.pdf
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse/consequences
https://www.itu.int/net4/ITU-D/icteye#/topics/1104
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Along with economic pressures and closure of schools, child rights 
organisations have raised warning flags over potential increases in child labour. 
The ILO and UNICEF have reported that, in certain countries, every 1% rise in 
poverty can lead to at least a 0.7% increase in child labour19. 

Prior to COVID-19, child labour was already prevalent, including in Indonesia, 
Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam with 7%, 11%, 8% and 16% of children engaged 
in child labour, respectively20 (note that Malaysia and Singapore were not included 
in this dataset). The most common forms of child labour in these countries are first 
agricultural work (such as on palm plantations in Indonesia recruited by family 
members to meet quotas, or in sugarcane in Philippines), followed by services 
(including domestic work, or working in restaurants in Thailand) and industry 
(including manufacturing in garment facilities and construction)21.

19 https://www.unicef.org/rosa/press-releases/covid-19-may-push-millions-more-children-child-labour-

ilo-and-unicef
20 https://data.unicef.org/resources/state-worlds-children-2016-statistical-tables/

21 https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/resources/reports/child-labor
22 https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/

wcms_753369.pdf

Food, Beverage & Personal Care:  
A sector where there is still room for improvement

Approximately half of the companies assessed in the benchmark 
lack a child labour policy. Given the prevalence of child labour 
in the agriculture sector, it is not surprising that data from the 
benchmark shows a higher degree of child labour policies 
(65%) and reporting on programmes that focus on preventing 
or remediating child labour (26%) in the Food, Beverage & 
Personal Care sector compared to other sectors. This indicates 
that companies are well aware of the risks in their sector, and 
taking steps to address the issue. However, in terms of transparent 
reporting, the sector still has some way to go. Only 16% of 
companies report on identified cases and risks of child labour.

Targeting the next generation  
of the workforce

In corporate sector interviews, a 
stakeholder recognised the impact 
COVID-19 will have on young people 
who are looking to enter the workforce, 
advocating that companies can offer 
various types of positions targeted at 
youth. These may include traineeships or 
other placements that give young people 
professional experience.

With the pandemic, there are fears of a “lost generation of children” who will 
never return to school. These are children who began work to support their 
families during school closures, and especially girls, who will likely never get a 
chance to return to school. The ILO expressed that “children previously at risk 
of child labour, are now at risk of never returning to school.” IOI, classified as 
a Leader in this year’s benchmark, has identified out-of-school children who 
follow their parents to work at the palm oil estate as a risk to children’s safety. 
The company had planned to introduce after-school programmes for children 
to keep them occupied while their parents work, yet as COVID-19 spread 
across Indonesia and Malaysia, programme development was paused due 
to the need to restrict external personnel on site. Instead, they now focus on 
addressing immediate risks such as providing personal protective equipment 
for children, just in case they do enter work areas. 

In 2020, the ILO found that disruptions to youth and employment 
opportunities are occurring in three ways: As a result of reduced hours and 
layoffs, disruptions in education and completion of studies, and difficulty 
moving between jobs. Early data shows that, compared to adults, there will be 
a greater impact on youth unemployment rates in many countries across Asia, 
including Indonesia, Malaysia and Vietnam, all countries tracking an increase in 
youth unemployment between the first quarter of 2020 compared to 201922.

Keeping children out of work, youth unemployment and joblessness

https://www.unicef.org/rosa/press-releases/covid-19-may-push-millions-more-children-child-labour-ilo-and-unicef
https://www.unicef.org/rosa/press-releases/covid-19-may-push-millions-more-children-child-labour-ilo-and-unicef
https://data.unicef.org/resources/state-worlds-children-2016-statistical-tables/
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/resources/reports/child-labor
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_753369.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_753369.pdf
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Children in need of special protection

Migrant children have been particularly impacted, as challenges in accessing 
education are compounded by issues related to documentation, health, and 
security. Migrant learning centres are not necessarily registered or recognised 
as public institutions, and many have faced prolonged closures. According to 
UNESCO, “These institutions are small facilities where safe distancing is not 
easily implemented, and they don’t have equipment for health screening. They 
are funded by both donations and small contributions by families, and these 
sources of finance have declined significantly during COVID.” In Thailand 
alone, there are over 19,000 migrant children enrolled in such centres23. 

With more people confined to their homes, stakeholders have observed 
increases in reports of domestic violence. Friends International has determined 
that children are reporting greater incidences of emotional and verbal abuse. 
This may be as a result of greater mental strain on caregivers and adult family 
members coupled with a reliance on dysfunctional coping mechanisms to deal 
with their changed environment, such as an increasing use of alcohol24. These 
risks are exacerbated by the fact that community lockdowns restrict access to 
and availability of child protection and support services.

Travel, Leisure and Child Exploitation

The benchmark noted that the tourism sector has 
seen considerable efforts in recent years to address 
child protection, though the sector has received 
regional attention for child sexual exploitation, a key 
concern found in the informal tourism sector. As child 
predators turn online, it is essential to find ways to 
continue to protect these children in virtual settings.

23 https://www.unicef.org/thailand/stories/children-and-teachers-migrant-learning-centres-face-chal-

lenges-due-covid-19 
24 https://blogs.unicef.org/east-asia-pacific/covid-19-the-unseen-impacts-on-children/
 25 https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1103852 

26 https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/04/08/828827926/child-sex-abu-

se-livestreams-increase-during-coronavirus-lockdowns 
27 https://www.reuters.com/article/health-coronavirus-trafficking-idUSL8N2BI0P9 
28 https://childlinethailand.org/thailand-sees-rise-online-child-sexual-exploitation/ 

In interviews, child rights stakeholders identified online child safety as a top 
concern. ECPAT shared that “growing economic disparities and shrinking 
protected spaces for children” has led to the vulnerability of children continuing 
to increase as they are more at risk of all forms of exploitation, including sexual 
exploitation. The Philippine Department of Justice found that reports of online 
sexual exploitation of children increased by 264% during the community 
quarantine period of March to May 2020 as compared with the same period 
in 201925, where 279,166 cases of online child sex abuse were reported, 
compared to 76,561 in the same period in 2019, livestreamed by traffickers 
to sex offenders around the world26. Similarly, in Thailand, the Internet Crimes 
Against Children police-led taskforce discloses that reports of online abuse 
are now received daily27. Between mid-April and June, the Taskforce seized 
150,000 files and rescued 100 children, a figure twice as high as the total for 
2018 of 53 victims28, and only 72 cases involving 46 victims in 2019. The 
growing concern is that, as travel restrictions increase, the number of offenders 
attempting to access children remotely online will increase.

https://www.unicef.org/thailand/stories/children-and-teachers-migrant-learning-centres-face-challenges-due-covid-19
https://www.unicef.org/thailand/stories/children-and-teachers-migrant-learning-centres-face-challenges-due-covid-19
https://blogs.unicef.org/east-asia-pacific/covid-19-the-unseen-impacts-on-children/
https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1103852
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/04/08/828827926/child-sex-abuse-livestreams-increase-during-coronavirus-lockdowns
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/04/08/828827926/child-sex-abuse-livestreams-increase-during-coronavirus-lockdowns
https://www.reuters.com/article/health-coronavirus-trafficking-idUSL8N2BI0P9
https://childlinethailand.org/thailand-sees-rise-online-child-sexual-exploitation/
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With each week that passes, COVID-19 cases continue 
to emerge across the region. Governments continue to 
formulate response plans intended to provide immediate relief 
for their citizens whilst at the same time enabling economies 
to recover. This represents a reallocation of resources, 
time and effort to respond to crisis, and so traditional 
systems of deploying support to children are impacted. 

In many cases, budgets have tightened, on the ground support is hindered,  
and teams restructured, making it challenging for the eco-system (civil  
society organizations, government social welfare agencies, corporate 
philanthropy budgets and others) to effectively respond to populations  
in need, including children. 

Government Response:

Government responses in the region have been varied, though most include 
some form of cash transfer or other emergency financial support to lower-
income households to help ease some of the most immediate economic 
pressures. A summary of these packages can be found in the country 
overviews section.

Stakeholders see the strength of local governments and their engagement with 
national institutions as being important, but also how they are able to connect and 
collaborate with private sector companies to meet identified needs of children. 

Most governments in the region have been taking conservative and protective 
policy stands. There was a common view voiced by interviewees that, 
particularly in the context of education, a “return to normal” and “business as 
usual” scenario should not be undertaken.

Stakeholders shared their common concerns regarding government 
prioritisation of economic recovery at the expense of labour standards 
governing child labour laws and child protection. There is an expectation that 
incidences of child labour will continue to increase in the region unless urgent 
actions are taken at sub-national levels. 

Continued progress should be made across the region on improving content 
and developing engaging curriculums, however, the safest prediction to be 
made today is that many countries will revert to the old normal.

Private Sector Response:

According to the benchmark Report, 83% of Southeast Asia’s largest 
companies have at least one community program related to children, 
indicating that “giving back to the community” is deeply embedded into the 
region’s corporate culture. Children’s rights stakeholders expressed that not 
only will COVID-19 alter the way of life of children, it will also have an impact 
on the capabilities and resources of civil society organisations that seek to 
protect children’s rights. As corporates turn their attention to their immediate 
business needs, funding of child-focused NGOs and other community efforts 
that seek to benefit children may fall by the wayside.

In reality, the COVID-recovery will require strong child-centred responses from 
a range of stakeholders. Beyond funding, as companies move to recovery, there 
is an opportunity to integrate children’s rights in their efforts. Initial reflections 
from children’s rights organisations on private sector response are mixed. Some 
noted an increase in private sector engagement (often in the form of financial 
donations to COVID-19 relief projects as well as in-kind contributions of 
necessary equipment and supplies). Conversely, others noted that private sector 
engagement and partnerships are declining significantly as their partners focus 
on staying in business and retaining and compensating their own staff. 

Children’s rights stakeholders expressed the idea that businesses in the region 
have a tendency to prioritise environmental aspects of their sustainability 
programs, whereas the impact a company may have on children is frequently 
overlooked. Children are not considered to be stakeholders, nor are they seen 
as part of company value chains. 

Stakeholders see a great opportunity for the private sector to get involved 
immediately to support children’s rights during this crisis. Learning is becoming 
increasingly digitalised, whether fully online or as part of a more blended 
learning approach, critical in this recovery phase. Private sector support, 
such as the provision of devices and hardware to support distance learning 
and collaboration with infrastructure companies to promote technological 
penetration has been particularly beneficial in countries like Thailand. 

UNESCO also brought up the need to re-think and further integrate 
economic-equivalent incentives in back-to-school programs. This is especially 
needed for household incomes that have been severely impacted and 
therefore are more reliant on children’s supplemental incomes. 

Stakeholders shared their common concerns 
regarding government prioritisation of economic 
recovery at the expense of labour standards 
governing child labour laws and child protection.

Stakeholders and the child  
protection ecosystem
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International Organisations and NGOs:

The ILO stated that there needs to be a “coordinated approach across 
government industries in order for there to be maximum impact and support 
for households and children”. There is a clear role for civil society organisations 
working in collaboration with governments as “they have a certain reach into 
communities, particularly those in remote areas, which the government does 
not have”. 

It is expected that governments in the region that are dependent on 
international funding and aid will struggle as recovery continues as a result 
of international development agencies supporting them losing significant 
sources of funding. The ecosystem continues to be in flux, with international 
donors either ceasing or reducing their funding for child-focused initiatives. 
Large international NGOs will continue to receive financing, but smaller 
organisations, which provide critical grassroots level support to children and 
families, are at much greater risk.

The ecosystem 
continues to be 
in flux, with 
international donors 
either ceasing or 
reducing their 
funding for child-
focused initiatives. 
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Looking ahead

The situation remains dynamic. Real time monitoring of 
many indicators essential to fully understand the longer 
term knock-on effects that COVID-19 has on children is 
extremely limited. As we shift from response to recovery 
and resilience, from the perspective of children’s rights, 
this will require a fundamental shift for business where 
children’s rights are not only considered but integrated 
into strategies and operations. 

For more detailed information on individual countries,  
please see in-country reports below: 

• Indonesia

• Malaysia

• Singapore

• Phillipines

• Thailand

• Vietnam
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On March 2, Indonesian President Joko Widodo announced the first 
two confirmed cases of COVID-19 in the country. Mid-way through 
the month, a Government Taskforce was assembled, led by the head of 
the National Board for Disaster Management and other government 
agencies and on March 31 the President signed government regulation 
on “Large-Scale Social Restrictions” and a presidential decree on “Public 
Health Emergency Status”, which would allow the national police to 
take proportionate law enforcement steps29. At the time of writing this 
report, Indonesia continues to struggle to flatten the curve as daily cases 
continue to rise and has the highest case numbers in all of Southeast Asia, 
with majority of cases in Java30. 

By early November, Indonesia went into recession, with the economy 
contracting 3.49% compared to the same quarter in 2019 as household 
consumption and investment fell. The Central Bureau of Statistics (BPS)  
noted that 29.12 million working-age people were affected by the pandemic 
as unemployment and an inability to work full-time rose, among other effects. 
Surveys conducted by the Ministry of Manpower and INDEF (a Jakarta-based 
think tank) found that 88% of companies surveyed experienced losses due to 
the pandemic. Companies significantly affected are Micro, Small and Medium 
Enterprises (MSMEs) in the food and beverage, accommodation, real estate 
and construction sectors31.

Indonesia 2019 data  
(unless otherwise noted)

Population, thousands 270,625.6

GDP, US$, millions 1,119,190.78 

GDP per capita, US$ 4,135.6

Number of learners 68,265,787 

Date of first reported school closure 15-Mar-20

Cases at first school closure, per million 0.49

Cases as of [4 January], per million 2,909

COVID-19 in Indonesia

To guide restrictions, the government implemented a color-coding risk system, 
where “green” zones were COVID-19 free, “yellow” as low-risk for infection, 
“orange” as medium-risk, and “red” as high-risk. After initial school closures, as of 
August only schools located in green and yellow zones were authorized to open. 

In August, only 43% of students lived in these zones32. The government 
introduced two learning platforms, Rumah Belajar and SPADA as a response 
to keep children learning, however, concerted efforts to keep children in 
school may be required, given 4.2 million Indonesian children (aged 7-18 
years) remain out of school, and 70% of 15-year-old students had not 
achieved minimum proficiency in reading and mathematics33.

29 https://www.who.int/indonesia/news/novel-coronavirus/situation-reports
30 https://www.who.int/indonesia/news/novel-coronavirus/situation-reports &  

https://www.csis.org/programs/southeast-asia-program/southeast-asia-covid-19-tracker-0
31 https://indonesien.ahk.de/en/infocenter/news/news-details/covid-19-developments-in-indonesia 

32 https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/searo/indonesia/covid19/who-situation-report-20.pdf?sf-

vrsn=a240cd2e_2 
33 https://www.unicef.org/indonesia/media/4641/file/COVID-19%20and%20children%20in%20Indo-

nesia.pdf 

https://belajar.kemdikbud.go.id
https://spada.kemdikbud.go.id/
https://www.who.int/indonesia/news/novel-coronavirus/situation-reports
https://www.who.int/indonesia/news/novel-coronavirus/situation-reports
https://www.csis.org/programs/southeast-asia-program/southeast-asia-covid-19-tracker-0
https://indonesien.ahk.de/en/infocenter/news/news-details/covid-19-developments-in-indonesia
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/searo/indonesia/covid19/who-situation-report-20.pdf?sfvrsn=a240cd2e_2
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/searo/indonesia/covid19/who-situation-report-20.pdf?sfvrsn=a240cd2e_2
https://www.unicef.org/indonesia/media/4641/file/COVID-19%20and%20children%20in%20Indonesia.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/indonesia/media/4641/file/COVID-19%20and%20children%20in%20Indonesia.pdf
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How COVID-19 impacts children in Indonesia

• Highest global death rate of children: Indonesia currently has 
the highest COVID-19 related death rate of children in the world. 
Existing malnutrition in the country raises concerns over immunity 
in children seen in other countries, with delays in seeking treatment 
as symptoms (including diarrhoea and pneumonia) resemble those 
of other more common child illnesses in the country34. 

• Decrease in child safety: As lockdowns continue, as do risks 
to children’s safety. Prior to COVID-19, 60% of Indonesian 
children (aged 13-17) reported having experienced one form of 
violence (physical, psychological/emotional or sexual)35. A survey 
conducted by the National Child Protection Agency (KPAI) across 
34 provinces found that children were experiencing physical and 
psychological abuse in the household36. 

• Rise in Child Marriages: The country is experiencing a surge in 
child marriages. By June, 24,000 applications for permission to 
marry underage had been lodged with district and religious courts 
this year – more than two and a half times the total number for the 
whole of 201237. 

• Impact to routine immunization: Since March, coverage of 
routine immunization, including measles, rubella and diphtheria has 
declined. The DPT3 (covering diphtheria, pertussis, and tetanus) 
and (MR1) measles and rubella have declined by more than 35% in 
May 2020 compared to the same period in 201938.

• Increased vulnerability to child labour: The SMERU Research 
Institute, an independent Indonesian research and public policy 
institution, suggested that with the increase in poverty in the 
country, around 11 million children from poor households are 
vulnerable to become child labourers39. In 2018, 3.7% of 
children aged 10-14 were working40.

Outlook and Responses from Government

• Indonesia’s government has allocated 695.2 trillion Indonesian 
Rupiah (IDR) (approximately US$ 47.5 billion) for the COVID-19 
response, of which IDR 203.9 trillion (approximately US$ 13.9 
billion) is aimed at social protection, including Family Hope 
Program (PKH) and the staple food programme, which is part of 
non-cash food assistance (BPNT)41.

• As of early December, Indonesia had received its first doses of 
China’s Sinovac Biotech Ltd., through distribution of the vaccine will 
be difficult given its geography and 6,000 islands42. 

• As the largest economy in ASEAN, Indonesia’s economy is set to 
once again see growth in 2021-2022 (though lower compared to 
pre-COVID trends)43.

34 https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/searo/indonesia/covid19/external-situation-re-

port-22-26-aug2020.pdf?sfvrsn=c1013c5b_2 
35 https://www.unicef.org/indonesia/media/4641/file/COVID-19%20and%20children%20in%20Indo-

nesia.pdf 
36 https://kekerasan.kemenpppa.go.id/ringkasan 
37 https://nysean.org/blog/2020/10/19/child-marriage-surges-amid-covid-19-and-growing-conserva-

tism 
38 https://www.unicef.org/indonesia/media/6146/file/Routine%20immunization%20for%20child-

ren%20during%20the%20COVID-19%20pandemic%20in%20Indonesia.pdf

 39 https://www.ilo.org/jakarta/info/public/pr/WCMS_748067/lang--en/index.htm 
40 https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/resources/reports/child-labor/indonesia 
41 https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/searo/indonesia/covid19/who-situation-report-32.pdf?sf-

vrsn=3d4913aa_2 
42 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-12-06/indonesia-gets-first-batch-of-covid-vaccine-

from-china-s-sinovac 
43 http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/963481563917599502/mpo-idn.pdf 

As lockdowns continue, as do risks to  
children’s safety. Prior to COVID-19,  
60% of Indonesian children reported  
having experienced one form of violence

Indonesia  

currently has the highest  

COVID-19 related death rate  

of children in the world

https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/searo/indonesia/covid19/external-situation-report-22-26-aug2020.pdf?sfvrsn=c1013c5b_2
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/searo/indonesia/covid19/external-situation-report-22-26-aug2020.pdf?sfvrsn=c1013c5b_2
https://www.unicef.org/indonesia/media/4641/file/COVID-19%20and%20children%20in%20Indonesia.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/indonesia/media/4641/file/COVID-19%20and%20children%20in%20Indonesia.pdf
https://kekerasan.kemenpppa.go.id/ringkasan
https://nysean.org/blog/2020/10/19/child-marriage-surges-amid-covid-19-and-growing-conservatism
https://nysean.org/blog/2020/10/19/child-marriage-surges-amid-covid-19-and-growing-conservatism
https://www.unicef.org/indonesia/media/6146/file/Routine%20immunization%20for%20children%20during%20the%20COVID-19%20pandemic%20in%20Indonesia.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/indonesia/media/6146/file/Routine%20immunization%20for%20children%20during%20the%20COVID-19%20pandemic%20in%20Indonesia.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/jakarta/info/public/pr/WCMS_748067/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/resources/reports/child-labor/indonesia
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/searo/indonesia/covid19/who-situation-report-32.pdf?sfvrsn=3
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/searo/indonesia/covid19/who-situation-report-32.pdf?sfvrsn=3
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-12-06/indonesia-gets-first-batch-of-covid-vaccine-from-china-s-sinovac
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-12-06/indonesia-gets-first-batch-of-covid-vaccine-from-china-s-sinovac
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/963481563917599502/mpo-idn.pdf
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Malaysia 2019 data  
(unless otherwise noted)

Population, thousands 31,949.8

GDP, US$, millions 364,681.37 

GDP per capita, US$ 11,414.2

Number of learners 7,962,033 

Date of first reported school closure 17-Mar-20

Cases at first school closure, per million 24.41

Cases as of [4 January], per million 3,937

COVID-19 in Malaysia

March in Malaysia coincided with both the emergence and spread of 
COVID-19 as well as a new government. 

On 1 March 2020, Malaysia’s eighth Prime Minister, Muhyiddin Yassin was 
sworn in, the third to take office in less than two years, up against both a 
pandemic and citizen distrust over past political failures in the country44.

Malaysia’s lockdown, the Movement Control Order, or MCO, was introduced 
on 18 March and enforced by Malaysian Armed Forces who set up road 
blocks and patrolled urban areas and markets with police. The MCO was 
gradually lifted in June and the country maintained relatively low daily cases 
until September when new clusters emerged in Sabah, Borneo Malaysia 
eventually spreading to Peninsular Malaysia. By mid-September, case rates 
exponentially as of the end of 2020, continue to rise. 

Early in the year, the Malaysian government began implementing tougher 
immigration policy, cracking down on migrants. Their actions have gained 
attention from organisations, including Human Rights Watch, for detaining 
ethnic Rohingya migrants from Myanmar, including children45. Similar to other 
“destination” countries in Southeast Asia, many COVID-19 cases are related 
to migrant populations. In Sabah, for example, is Malaysia’s largest palm oil 
producing state, it is estimated that there may be one million undocumented 
migrants and stateless residents in the region, including undocumented 
migrants, indigenous communities and refugees. Aware of crackdowns, 
Sabah’s undocumented migrants are said to be fleeing government run 

COVID-19 screening in fear of retaliation46. By the end of 2020, Sabah 
accounted for over half of Malaysia’s COVID-19 cases despite having only 
one third of the population47. 

As schools closed in March, the government responded by launching an 
online learning platform, DELIMA (Digital Educational Learning Initiative 
Malaysia) with support from UNICEF. When cases grew during the end of 
2020, end of year school holidays was extended from November to January 
to help contain the virus.    

44 https://www.iiss.org/publications/strategic-comments/2020/malaysia-political-crisis 
45 https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/07/22/malaysia-stop-treating-rohingya-refugees-criminals

46 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-malaysia-sabah-idUSKBN2830XK
47 http://covid-19.moh.gov.my/

https://www.iiss.org/publications/strategic-comments/2020/malaysia-political-crisis
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/07/22/malaysia-stop-treating-rohingya-refugees-criminals
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-malaysia-sabah-idUSKBN2830XK
http://covid-19.moh.gov.my/
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How COVID-19 impacts children in Malaysia

• Pause on routine medical checks: In December 2019, two types 
of the polio virus had been detected in Malaysia. The government 
launched an immunization campaign to reach all children under 13 
after the first cases of the virus were found in the country after 27 
years. However, due to COVID-19, the campaign was placed on hold 
for several months to deal with immediate threat of the pandemic48.

• Compounded issues for stateless and migrant children: By 
late October, 756 children were held in Malaysian immigration 
detention centres, nearly half of which from Myanmar and 
detained without their parents or guardians. Detaining children for 
immigration reasons goes against the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, to which Malaysia is a party49.

• Education: In addition to impacts from reduced in-person learning, 
school closures in Malaysia may impact half a million students who 
are enrolled in supplementary meal programmes in their school50. 
Similar to other countries, some of Malaysia’s children will be 
negatively affected when switching to eLearning, as a study involving 
more than 670,000 parents and 900,000 students found that 
about one-third do not own any devices allowing their participation51.

Outlook and Responses from Government 

• The situation in Malaysia remains dynamic. The most recent figures 
released by Malaysia’s Treasury Department in November predict 
the economy is expected to contract to -4.5% in 2020 (after a 
positive growth rate of 4.5% in 2019)52. However, these latest 
figures may not reflect the full extent of growing case numbers 
through the end of the year. 

• Malaysia’s government has introduced a series of economic stimulus 
packages: Prihatin Rakyat (PRIHATIN) of RM250 billion in March 
2020, PRIHATIN SME+ of RM10 billion in April, a Short-Term 
Economic Recovery Plan (PENJANA) of RM35 billion in June, and 
PRIHATIN Supplementary Initiative Package (KITA PRIHATIN) 
of RM10 billion in September. These packages targeted impacted 
industries, including tourism, provided electricity discounts, monetary 
assistance scheme for employers, payments for four million low-
income households, wage subsidies, grants and loans for SMEs, and 
tax deductions53. All in all, the four packages amount to RM305 
billion (USD$75.3 billion), or 21% the country’s GDP.

48 https://www.who.int/malaysia/news/feature-stories/detail/going-the-extra-mile-to-protect-children-

against-polio-during-the-pandemic
49 https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/11/20/malaysia-end-abusive-immigration-detention
50 https://www.unicef.org/malaysia/media/1361/file/COVID_Newsletter_1.pdf

51 https://www.unicef.org/malaysia/media/1361/file/COVID_Newsletter_1.pdf
52 http://belanjawan2021.treasury.gov.my/pdf/economy/2021/economic-outlook-2021.pdf  

accessed Dec 2020 and Jan 2021
53 http://belanjawan2021.treasury.gov.my/pdf/economy/2021/economic-outlook-2021.pdf  

accessed Dec 2020 and Jan 2021
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 in online education.

https://www.who.int/malaysia/news/feature-stories/detail/going-the-extra-mile-to-protect-children-against-polio-during-the-pandemic
https://www.who.int/malaysia/news/feature-stories/detail/going-the-extra-mile-to-protect-children-against-polio-during-the-pandemic
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/11/20/malaysia-end-abusive-immigration-detention
https://www.unicef.org/malaysia/media/1361/file/COVID_Newsletter_1.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/malaysia/media/1361/file/COVID_Newsletter_1.pdf
http://belanjawan2021.treasury.gov.my/pdf/economy/2021/economic-outlook-2021.pdf
http://belanjawan2021.treasury.gov.my/pdf/economy/2021/economic-outlook-2021.pdf
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Philippines 2019 data  
(unless otherwise noted)

Population, thousands 108,116.6

GDP, US$, millions 376,795.51 

GDP per capita, US$ 3,485.1

Number of learners 28,451,212 

Date of first reported school closure 09-Mar-20

Cases at first school closure, per million 0.30

Cases as of [4 January], per million 4,573

COVID-19 in Philippines

The first case of COVID-19 emerged in the Philippines on 30 January, 
though first local transmission was not confirmed until 6 March. The next 
day, classes were suspended, and companies asked workers to work from 
home and by 8 March, Philippines President Rodrigo Duterte announced 
a State of Public Health Emergency.

Enhanced community quarantine measures were introduced on 16 March 
across Manila and the full province of Luzon. Police were appointed to enforce 
the lockdown, and on 1 April, the President gave permissions for police and 
military personnel to shoot protesters who violated the ECQ, and other 
similar strategies used in the President’s “war on drugs,” the ongoing anti-drug 
campaign in the country in which police have killed thousands of people54. 
By 27 April, it was reported that over 120,000 people had been arrested for 
violating curfew55.

While the trendline in new cases has declined since July and August, the 
seven-day rolling average of cases through December ranges from 1,200 to 
1,600 daily cases56. In December, the government’s Inter-Agency Task Force 
for the Management of Emerging Infectious Diseases has made both mask 
wearing, as well as full face shields in public places mandatory57. 

Schools were closed in March to control the virus spread. The Department 
of Education launched the Basic Education-Learning Continuity Plan (BE-
LCP) which provides a blended learning approach, mixing both modular 
learning and online classes58. In the longer term, the President is determining 
whether all face-to-face learning should remain on hold until a vaccine has 
been administered to the majority of the populations59. At the time of writing 
this report, the Philippines has yet to approve any vaccine for use. Given the 
trajectory, this may delay in-person learning into the 2021-22 school year60. 

54 https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/07/15/philippines-uses-drug-war-tactics-fight-covid-19
55 https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/04/1062632
56 https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus/country/philippines?country=~PHL
57 https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2020/12/15/IATF-requires-face-shield.html

58 https://www.unicef.org/philippines/media/2061/file/Final%20report:%20The%20Impact%20of%20

the%20COVID-19%20Crisis%20on%20Households%20in%20the%20National%20Capital%20

Region%20of%20the%20Philippines.pdf
59 Philippines 2020 State of the Nation Address July 2020
60 https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/662321/adb-brief-162-cost-benefit-analysis-closu-

re-schools-philippines.pdf

https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/07/15/philippines-uses-drug-war-tactics-fight-covid-19
https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus/country/philippines?country=~PHL
https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus/country/philippines?country=~PHL
https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2020/12/15/IATF-requires-face-shield.html
https://www.unicef.org/philippines/media/2061/file/Final%20report:%20The%20Impact%20of%20the%20COVID-19%20Crisis%20on%20Households%20in%20the%20National%20Capital%20Region%20of%20the%20Philippines.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/philippines/media/2061/file/Final%20report:%20The%20Impact%20of%20the%20COVID-19%20Crisis%20on%20Households%20in%20the%20National%20Capital%20Region%20of%20the%20Philippines.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/philippines/media/2061/file/Final%20report:%20The%20Impact%20of%20the%20COVID-19%20Crisis%20on%20Households%20in%20the%20National%20Capital%20Region%20of%20the%20Philippines.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/662321/adb-brief-162-cost-benefit-analysis-closure-schools-philippines.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/662321/adb-brief-162-cost-benefit-analysis-closure-schools-philippines.pdf
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Quarantine measures in the National Capital Region (NCR), which includes 
Manila and surrounding areas, have been both long and strict. These urban 
dwellings often have less space, lower access to sanitation and water, where 
working from home is not an option. In this region, representative data is not 
yet available, though some early forecasts suggest poverty may increase from 
16.8% below the total poverty line in 2018, to 24.2% in 2020. Despite concerns 
of school dropouts, school enrolment in the NCR remains high, dropping only 
3% from 96% to 93% compared to the previous academic year61. 

Outlook and Responses from Government

• The impact of COVID-19 on the Philippines, both economic and 
health, are severe. The economy is undergoing a “severe” contraction, 
forecasted to reach -8.5% in December estimates from ADB64. 

• The government has launched a PHP 595.6 billion (US$ 12.4 
billion) fiscal package (about 3.1 percent of 2019 GDP) targeted to 
vulnerable groups, including cash aid for low-income households, 
social protection for workers (including those overseas), medical 
response, and credit guarantees for small businesses and support 
to agriculture sectors65.

61 https://www.unicef.org/philippines/media/2061/file/Final%20report:%20The%20Impact%20of%20

the%20COVID-19%20Crisis%20on%20Households%20in%20the%20National%20Capital%20

Region%20of%20the%20Philippines.pdf 
62 https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/12/03/philippines-takes-step-protect-children 

63 https://plan-international.org/blog/2020/06/fragile-state-unemployed-youth-during-covid-19
64 https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/658721/ado-supplement-december-2020.pdf
65 https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19#S

How COVID-19 impacts children in Philippines

• Since the start of COVID-19 in Philippines, there has been a sharp 
uptake in online sexual exploitation cases, now identified as a 
global hotspot. Reasons behind the trends suggest it may be due to 
more time spent unsupervised. Beyond this, until only recently, the 
age of consent in Philippines was only 12, one of the lowest in the 
world. The age has just been raised to 16, repealing the provisions 
of the country’s Revised Penal Code and the 1997 Anti-Rape Law. 
This low age has helped facilitate sexual violence against children, 
both in person and online even prior to COVID62.

• Youth unemployment: The service sector is one that has been hit 
the hardest in the Philippines – a sector that employs the majority 
of youth workers (aged 15 to 24). The ILO has observed that in any 
crisis, young people are often the first to be laid off. Even without 
the effects from the pandemic, one in five young people under 
25-year-old in the Philippines are not in employment, education, or 
training – COVID-19 is only intensifying these effects63.

Since the start of 
COVID-19 in Philippines, 
there has been a sharp 
uptake in online sexual 
exploitation cases

20%
of young people under 25-year  

are not in employment,  

education, or training

https://www.unicef.org/philippines/media/2061/file/Final%20report:%20The%20Impact%20of%20the%20COVID-19%20Crisis%20on%20Households%20in%20the%20National%20Capital%20Region%20of%20the%20Philippines.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/philippines/media/2061/file/Final%20report:%20The%20Impact%20of%20the%20COVID-19%20Crisis%20on%20Households%20in%20the%20National%20Capital%20Region%20of%20the%20Philippines.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/philippines/media/2061/file/Final%20report:%20The%20Impact%20of%20the%20COVID-19%20Crisis%20on%20Households%20in%20the%20National%20Capital%20Region%20of%20the%20Philippines.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/12/03/philippines-takes-step-protect-children
https://plan-international.org/blog/2020/06/fragile-state-unemployed-youth-during-covid-19
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/658721/ado-supplement-december-2020.pdf
https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19#S
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66 https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/measures-to-contain-the-covid-19-outbreak-in-mig-

rant-worker-dormitories

COVID-19 in Singapore

Singapore 2019 data  
(unless otherwise noted)

Population, thousands 5,703.6

GDP, US$, millions 372,062.53 

GDP per capita, US$ 65,233.3

Number of learners 235,039* 

Date of first reported school closure 07-Apr-20

Cases at first school closure, per million 277.42

Cases as of [4 January], per million 10,468

* Government of Singapore - https://data.gov.sg/dataset/students-and-teachers-in-schools?view_
id=f1cd1180-d064-43ce-a10a-67c9beac7900&resource_id=22600569-848a-40af-af4c-
b6f60c35c711 

As COVID-19 spread across the world, Singapore initially emerged as 
a success story for their containment efforts. Through testing, contact 
tracing, mandatory quarantines, and restrictions of foreigners, Singapore 
managed to delay the onset of local COVID-19 transmission in the nation 
state. However, by April, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong announced a 
nationwide lockdown, locally known as the “circuit breaker”, intended to 
last one month (two incubation cycles of the virus). 

COVID-19 illuminated inequalities faced by migrant workers in Singapore. 
Communal living arrangements, where it is difficult to maintain the recommended 
social distance, have been a major source of emerging virus clusters. In its peak 
in April, nearly 1,000 cases were detected daily in migrant dormitories. On 14 
December, Singapore’s Ministry of Health reported that of 58,320 who tested 
positive in Singapore for COVID-19, 54,505 (or 93%) were migrant workers 
living in dorms66. Most of which are manual labourers from South Asia.

Singapore’s unemployment rate will reach a 10 year high, at 3.6% (compared 
to 2.3% in 2019), though unemployment rate of citizens reached 4.9% in 
September67. ADB’s analysis shows that construction and services were the 
sectors most heavily impacted, while manufacturing expanded68. 

Singapore’s circuit breaker order also included the closure of schools and 
child-care related services, as well as work from home orders. Parents were 
to work from home, and support in full home-based learning for their children. 
Though initially planned for four weeks, this lockdown extended a second 
month, requiring parents to continue working from home while caregiving.

67 https://stats.mom.gov.sg/Pages/Unemployment-Summary-Table.aspx
68 https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/658721/ado-supplement-december-2020.pdf

https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/measures-to-contain-the-covid-19-outbreak-in-migrant-worker-dormitories
https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/measures-to-contain-the-covid-19-outbreak-in-migrant-worker-dormitories
https://data.gov.sg/dataset/students-and-teachers-in-schools?view_id=f1cd1180-d064-43ce-a10a-67c9beac7900&resource_id=22600569-848a-40af-af4c-b6f60c35c711 
https://data.gov.sg/dataset/students-and-teachers-in-schools?view_id=f1cd1180-d064-43ce-a10a-67c9beac7900&resource_id=22600569-848a-40af-af4c-b6f60c35c711 
https://data.gov.sg/dataset/students-and-teachers-in-schools?view_id=f1cd1180-d064-43ce-a10a-67c9beac7900&resource_id=22600569-848a-40af-af4c-b6f60c35c711 
https://stats.mom.gov.sg/Pages/Unemployment-Summary-Table.aspx
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/658721/ado-supplement-december-2020.pdf
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How COVID-19 impacts children in Singapore 

• Youth mental health: During lockdown periods, Singaporean 
youth have seen an uptake in number of help-seekers across 
different age groups. One organisation specialising in youth mental 
health had seen over 250 new clients as of October, just 13 more 
than the total number of new clients in all of 201969.  

69 https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/health/more-seek-help-for-mental-health-issues-amid-pan-

demic
70 https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/regional-country/country-responses/lang--en/index.

htm#SG

71 https://www.singstat.gov.sg/-/media/files/news/gdp3q2020.pdf#:~:text=The%20Ministry%20of%20

Trade%20and,6.0%20per%20cent%E2%80%9D%20in%202021.

Outlook and Responses from Government

• The Singapore government released several stimulus packages to 
help mitigate the impacts of COVID-19 on the economy. These 
include the “Unity Budget” in February, “Solidarity Budget” in April 
and “Fortitude Budget” in May, each targeting different areas of the 
economy including one-off payments to citizens, wage subsidies, 
self-employed relief funds, support to workers and businesses 
impacted by boarder closures and social distancing measures, as 
well as rent relief measures70. 

• GDP growth is expected to contract by -6 to -6.5% in 2020. 
Lifting lockdown measures have been slow and gradual. The 
latest phase took place in December 2020, and with each stage 
of reopening, the economy sees some improvement. The largest 
sectors impacted include construction (shrinking by 46.6% year-
on-year). GDP is forecasted to again see growth in 2021, at a rate 
of 4% to 6%71.

• The Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine has been approved for use within 
Singapore, with others including Moderna and Sinovac are up  
for review. 

During lockdown 
periods, Singaporean 
youth have seen an 
uptake in number 
of mental heath 
help-seeking across 
different age groups

-6.5%
contraction of GDP growth  

expected in 2020

https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/health/more-seek-help-for-mental-health-issues-amid-pandemic
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/health/more-seek-help-for-mental-health-issues-amid-pandemic
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/regional-country/country-responses/lang--en/index.htm#SG
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/regional-country/country-responses/lang--en/index.htm#SG
https://www.singstat.gov.sg/-/media/files/news/gdp3q2020.pdf#:~:text=The%20Ministry%20of%20Trade%20and,6.0%20per%20cent%E2%80%9D%20in%202021.
https://www.singstat.gov.sg/-/media/files/news/gdp3q2020.pdf#:~:text=The%20Ministry%20of%20Trade%20and,6.0%20per%20cent%E2%80%9D%20in%202021.
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Thailand 2019 data  
(unless otherwise noted)

Population, thousands 69,625.6

GDP, US$, millions 543,548.97 

GDP per capita, US$ 7,806.7

Number of learners 15,401,441 

Date of first reported school closure 17-Mar-20

Cases at first school closure, per million 3.04

Cases as of [4 January], per million 129

COVID-19 in Thailand

Thailand was the first country to report a confirmed COVID-19 case 
outside of China on 12 January. It was not until late March that a state of 
emergency was announced, and boarders were closed. The following 
government response was described as swift, including second highest 
testing in the region, behind Malaysia72. 

With Thailand’s reliance on both tourism and exports, the economy is 
expected to suffer some of the worst economic consequences in the region, 
second to Philippines, with GDP contracting by -7.8% as of December Asian 
Development Outlook Supplement73. It is likely that tourism will feel the effects 
of global recessions through 202174. It is likely that the profile of poor people 
living in Thailand will soon include households from services and tourism falling 
into poverty75. Given the reliance on tourism, the government introduced a 
special tourist visa, that would enable leisure travellers from mid-October. 
These tourists were required to stay up to 90 days following a mandatory two-
week quarantine and testing regime76.

The year will be remembered both for COVID-19, but also for ongoing 
pro-democracy protests, who seek the resignation of General Prayuth Chan-
ocha’s government, the re-writing of the 2017 constitution that entrenches the 
army’s role in the government, and an end to the systematic harassment and 
persecution of government critics77. 

The Royal Government of Thailand leveraged that Thailand’s first major 
outbreak coincided with school holidays. Schools in Thailand were initially 
closed on 7 April for the remainder of the term, through remote learning 
targeting Thai public schools was introduced until the end of term. The start of 
the 2020-21 academic year was delayed by six weeks, from 16 May to 1 July in 
order to continue implementing social distancing measures across the country. 

72 https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20

COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf
73 https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/658721/ado-supplement-december-2020.pdf
74 https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20

COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf

75 http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/985231563917602542/mpo-tha.pdf
76 https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19#S
77 https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2020/11/28/pro-democracy-protests-can-help-bring-peace-to-

thailands-south

https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/658721/ado-supplement-december-2020.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/985231563917602542/mpo-tha.pdf
https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19#S
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2020/11/28/pro-democracy-protests-can-help-bring-peace-to-thailands-south
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2020/11/28/pro-democracy-protests-can-help-bring-peace-to-thailands-south


2 2T H E  STAT E  O F  C H I L D R E N ’ S  R I G H TS  A N D  B U S I N E SS  I N  SO U T H E A ST  A S I A  2 0 2 0

COV I D -1 9  S N A P S H OT

How COVID-19 impacts children in Thailand

• Sexual exploitation: Thailand’s Internet Crimes Against Children 
(TICAC) taskforce seized 150,000 abusive files and rescued 100 
children in the two months between April and June 2020, a figure 
twice as high as 53 total victims helped in 201878.

• Digital divide: During home learning periods, a survey 
coordinated by the National Statistical Office of Thailand in April 
2020 found that 50.8% of respondents noted that they do not 
have computer, notebook, or tablet at home, while 26.3% do not 
have adequate or any internet at home79. 

• Further amplification of situations for Thailand’s far south Muslim-
majority provinces, Pattani, Yala, Narathiwat, and Satun, who have 
long lived under threat of violence and terrorism, often with schools 
and teachers target of attacks, resulting in lower levels of education 
prior to COVID-19. As boarders closed, those who in normal times 
travel to Malaysia to work no longer can do so, resulting in lower 
incomes and food shortages, especially for children80.

• Mental health and well-being: In a children and youth online 
survey, 7.3% of respondents are concerned about violence in the 
family, 70% stated that COVID-19 is affecting their mental state, 
causing both worry and boredom and 25% said that they wish to 
learn more about how to manage stress and depression81.

78 https://childlinethailand.org/thailand-sees-rise-online-child-sexual-exploitation/ 
79 https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20

COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf
80 https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20

COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf

81 https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20

COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf
82 https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19#S
83 https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus/country/vietnam?country=~THA#are-countries-testing-eno-

ugh-to-monitor-their-outbreak
84 https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19#S

Outlook and Responses from Government 

• A phased fiscal package of THB 1.5 trillion (US$ 50.1 billion 
or 9.6% of GDP) has been deployed including health-related 
spending, assistance for workers affected, soft loans and tax relief 
for individuals and business, lower utilities costs and social security 
contributions, and measures to support local tourism82. 

• In December 2020, after several months of resuming “normal” life, 
Thailand now is in the midst of a second wave of the virus. Linked 
to an outbreak in the Samut Sakhon province at a seafood market, 
during the last two weeks of December, the seven-day rolling 
average of new cases in Thailand ranged from around 100 to 25083. 

As boarders closed, those who in normal times 
travel to Malaysia to work no longer can do so, 
resulting in lower incomes and food shortages, 
especially for children.

50.8%
of respondents lack a computer, notebook,  

or tablet at home for home learning

The Local Thai company, Siam Bioscience 
is lined up to receive the technology 
developed by Oxford University and 
AstraZeneca and produce the vaccine 
locally. Doing so will produce 180 million 
to 200 million doses per year, enough to 
distribute through all of Southeast Asia84.

https://childlinethailand.org/thailand-sees-rise-online-child-sexual-exploitation/
https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf
https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19#S
https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19#S
https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19#S
https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19#S
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Vietnam 2019 data  
(unless otherwise noted)

Population, thousands 96,462.1

GDP, US$, millions 261,921.24 

GDP per capita, US$ 2,715.3

Number of learners 14,949,044 

Date of first reported school closure 27-Feb-20

Cases at first school closure, per million 0.16

Cases as of [4 January], per million 16

COVID-19 in Vietnam

Vietnam has gained recognition for their ability to successfully contain 
COVID-19. Within days of the first two cases in Vietnam in late January, 
the country closed its 1,400-kilometer boarder with China and ceased all 
flights from the country.  

Success can be attributed to a number of factors. Vietnam has had plenty 
of experience responding to both infectious disease and natural hazards, as 
the sixth country in the world most affected by climate change85. In 2003, 
Vietnam was the first country outside China to report a case of SARS, and 
since then, the country has worked to strengthen disease preparedness86. 
Confirmed and potential cases were isolated using a tiered approach: Tier 1, 
those who had tested positive, were required to be treated in health facilities. 
Tier 2, those who had close contact with a Tier 1 case, were required to be 
tested and quarantined in government facilities. Tier 3, those in close contact 
with Tier 2, were to quarantine at home. Tier 4 requires the lockdown of the 
entire community where any infected patient lived87. 

The Vietnamese economy stands out as one of the most resilient in the region, 
as the only Southeast Asian country predicted by ADB to retain a positive 
GDP growth rate in 2020, at 2.3%88. However, at the household level, 
surveys conducted by The World Bank during the first and second virus waves 
show that citizens have not been spared social and economic effects. For the 

bottom 40% of income earners in the survey and ethnic minorities, impacts 
to household income were most likely the result of full job loss, whereas other 
groups in the survey including top 60% of wage earners were impacted by 
salary or wage decreases. Moreover, The Ministry of Labor, Invalids and 
Social Affairs (MOLISA) estimated that 60,000-70,000 people will lose 
their job each month through 2020, most commonly seen in services, tourism, 
construction, transport, and manufacturing sectors89. 

Schools in Vietnam were closed from February to May. While a second 
outbreak emerged in Danang province in July, the country assured that 
they will continue isolating cases in line with the Tiered approach, avoiding 
nationwide lockdowns in the future. 

85 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344755084_COVID-19_initial_preparedness_and_re-

sponse_in_Vietnam_during_the_first_six_months_of_the_pandemic_and_the_lessons_for_Sen-

dai_framework_implementation_Rajib_Shaw
86 https://blogs.worldbank.org/health/containing-coronavirus-covid-19-lessons-vietnam

87 https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Four-tier-quarantine-mechanism-of-COVID-19-response-in-

Vietnam_fig2_344755084
88 https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/658721/ado-supplement-december-2020.pdf
89 http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/426391606112224251/pdf/Monitoring-COVID-19-

Impacts-on-Households-in-Vietnam-Round-Two-Results-Snapshot.pdf

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344755084_COVID-19_initial_preparedness_and_response_in_Vietnam_during_the_first_six_months_of_the_pandemic_and_the_lessons_for_Sendai_framework_implementation_Rajib_Shaw
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344755084_COVID-19_initial_preparedness_and_response_in_Vietnam_during_the_first_six_months_of_the_pandemic_and_the_lessons_for_Sendai_framework_implementation_Rajib_Shaw
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344755084_COVID-19_initial_preparedness_and_response_in_Vietnam_during_the_first_six_months_of_the_pandemic_and_the_lessons_for_Sendai_framework_implementation_Rajib_Shaw
https://blogs.worldbank.org/health/containing-coronavirus-covid-19-lessons-vietnam
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Four-tier-quarantine-mechanism-of-COVID-19-response-in-Vietnam_fig2_344755084
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Four-tier-quarantine-mechanism-of-COVID-19-response-in-Vietnam_fig2_344755084
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/658721/ado-supplement-december-2020.pdf
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/426391606112224251/pdf/Monitoring-COVID-19-Impacts-on-Households-in-Vietnam-Round-Two-Results-Snapshot.pdf
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/426391606112224251/pdf/Monitoring-COVID-19-Impacts-on-Households-in-Vietnam-Round-Two-Results-Snapshot.pdf
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How COVID-19 impacts children in Vietnam

• Violence at home: During quarantine measures at home, 
preliminary findings from an April 2020 survey conducted by the 
Vietnam Association for the Protection of Children’s Rights (VACR) 
found that 48% of respondents felt vulnerable due to verbal abuse, 
32.5% said they were not properly cared for by their parents, while 
8% were abused physically (though pre-COVID-19 data of the 
same representation are not found)90. 

90 https://www.unicef.org/thailand/media/5071/file/Social%20Impact%20Assessment%20of%20

COVID-19%20in%20Thailand.pdf

91 https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/Viet%20Nam_COVID%20Country%20profile%20

041120.pdf

Outlook and Responses from Government 

• Government economic stimulus packages have been released 
throughout the year. The first, deployed in March included tax 
breaks, delayed tax payments, and government spending on 
infrastructure projects. The second, announced in early April 
targeted those most affected, including furloughed workers, 
low-income households and those who “rendered services to the 
state during the revolution.” In August, Ho Chi Minh City allocated 
additional financial support to 500,000 individuals impacted by 
COVID-19, including workers laid off or on unpaid leave91. 

48%
of children surveyed felt vulnerable  

due to verbal abuse at home
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