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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This policy brief outlines key 
recommendations on how local 
government units (LGUs) can protect the 
welfare of women and children during the 
pandemic. The quarantine measures and 
disruption of essential services increased 
the risk of inadequate health services, 
economic instability, and domestic 
violence and abuse. It has also exacerbated 
existing problems such as hunger, poverty, 
and vulnerability to conflict. LGUs should 
mainstream the protection of women and 

child's rights into their respective COVID-19 response plans and strategies. 
Specifically, it recommends the following responses: 

LGUs must ensure that the implementation of women and child protection
related legislation and programs are strengthened; 
Social protection institutions and services providers must be assisted in their 
operations amid the health crisis, and consider alternative means of setting up 
communication mechanisms; 
Awareness campaigns can be integrated into COVID-19 response strategies, 
through coordinating with community front liners and leveraging social media 
platforms; 
Proactive measures on detection and reporting of possible signs and symptoms 
of women or children being abused should be established, and; 
LGUs may explore closer collaboration with community-based groups, and other 
organizations to augment and complement resources. 
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■ BACKGROUND 

Women as a sector have long been considered 
vulnerable and marginalized during normal times. 
With the long-standing systems of patriarchy, 
sexism, misogyny, and toxic masculinity, they 
continuously experience gender-based violence, 
discrimination, double standards, and gender 
subordination. This was further exacerbated in 
pandemic times as women bear the brunt of 
serious economic and social consequences, as 
well as additional responsibilities compelled by 
the restrictions in place (United Nations, 2020). 
Despite the achievements in terms of bridging 
the gender gap, the country is yet to fully realize 
gender equality and effectively mitigate gender
based violence (GBV) (The World Bank 2020). 
Thus, local actors should consider the gender 
dimensions of COVID-19 and undertake a more 
proactive and targeted response in dealing with 
the consequences of the pandemic to women. 

On the other hand, while symptoms of COVID-19 
in younger populations are mild, the virus has 
progressively been affecting children in various 
ways. In their recent report, UNICEF (2020) 
pointed out that children will live through the 
long-term consequences of the pandemic. The 
interruption of services, country-wide school 
closures, threats to violence, increase in poverty 
of households, and the uncertainty of the future 
directly puts children in difficult and risky 
circumstances. This emphasizes the need for a 
more inclusive response to safeguard the welfare 
of children during the pandemic. 

Months after the first COVID-19 case in the 
country was reported, child rights groups in the 
Philippines echoed the global call to protect 
children from the harmful effects of the 
pandemic (Abad, 2020). As a response, DILG 
released a memorandum of the protocols to be 
followed by LGUs when reaching out to 
vulnerable children during the quarantine (Save 
the Children, 2020). However, according to the 
Council for the Welfare of Children (CWC), more 
than half (54%) of young Filipinos expressed their 
fear and anxiety during the height of the 
pandemic in the country. They are specifically 
concerned with their physical, mental, and 
psychosocial well-being, as well as the quality of 
their education. Some have also reported cases 
of domestic violence and abuse (Perez, 2020). 

Similarly, women's organizations such as Gabriela 
have expressed their concern over the rising 
cases of abuse against women since the start of 
community quarantine. The group has recorded 
around 3,700 cases of violence against women 
reported to government agencies across the 
country from March to June 2020 (Chiu, 2020). 
This is due to strict quarantine measures and 
discontinuation or delay of the social protection 
services during the pandemic. In a survey 
conducted by the Social Weather Stations 
(SWS), 25 percent out of 1,500 respondents 
consider violence against women as one of the 
top problems that Filipino women face during 
the pandemic (Lalu, 2021). Such incidents could 
increase as stay-at-home measures are still 
implemented up to the present. 

With the emergence of new COVID-19 variants 
and ongoing changes in the quarantine 
restrictions, the effects of the pandemic on 
women and children can become more evident 
and profound. Considering this, initiatives that will 
improve their capacities and respond to their 
needs must be part of local governments' COVID 
-19 community response strategies. Special 
attention should also be given to those in more 
disadvantaged situations. Furthermore, 
opportunities for collaboration between the 
government, sectors, and organizations should 
be strengthened. An effective community 
response to the consequences of the pandemic 
to women and children will guarantee a healthier 
and safer future for the next generation. 

Wide-reaching Impacts of the Pandemic on 
Women 

Studies and reports on the effects of pandemics 
on women in the past have demonstrated that 
women are adversely affected by health 
outbreaks (Korkoyah, Jr. & Wreh, 2015; Human 
Rights Watch, 2017). Pandemics amplify the risk 
of women to differential and gendered impacts. It 
can also deepen vulnerabilities and possibly 
undermine existing structures that advance 
gender equality. 

According to the United Nations (2020), sectors 
in which women are overrepresented have been 
heavily affected by the disruption caused by the 
pandemic. This resulted in temporary suspension 
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or termination of millions of jobs and widespread 
loss of income particularly for women. 
Furthermore, they are also confronted with 
greater care demands and are traditionally 
assigned a reproductive role, which obliges them 
to procure and cook food for the family. The 
burden of unpaid domestic work for women 
increased as people were forced to stay at home. 
As a consequence, the economic security, 
livelihood, and productivity of women have been 
severely impaired. 

With the enforcement of lockdowns, 
unemployment, and greater food insecurity as a 
result of the crisis, women are subjected to a 
higher risk of different forms of violence by 
partners and family members due to heightened 
tensions and anxieties in the household. 
Although women face different forms of 
violence, sexual abuse and exploitation are 
especially challenging as these kinds of crimes 
are usually hidden by the "culture of silence" - the 
belief and practice those issues like these are out 
of the public domain and should be hidden within 
the confines of the family. Additionally, the 
pandemic imposed a new set of constraints to 
reporting, monitoring, and justice mechanisms 
for violence against women. Life-saving care and 
support to GBV victim-survivors (i.e. clinical 
management of rape and mental health and 
psycho-social support) may also be disrupted in 
most health care facilities. 

Reproductive health is likewise a significant issue 
during a pandemic. As reported by the UN (2020), 
the realignment of funds and services intended 
for sexual and reproductive health may lead to an 
increase in the number of cases of teenage 
pregnancies, maternal morbidity, and death. 
Particularly, safe pregnancy and childbirth 
depend on functioning health systems and strict 
adherence to infection precautions. Based on a 
report released by Plan International Philippines, 
Filipino women and girls identified access to 
contraceptives, and hygiene kits as one of the 
kinds of assistance they need during the 
pandemic (De Guzman, 2020). 

Child Welfare Risks and Challenges in the 
Pandemic 

Children are susceptible to significant threats to 
their health and nutrition during the pandemic. 

According to UNICEF (2020), the coverage of 
child immunization, outpatient care for children, 
and maternal health services have declined due 
to the temporary suspension of services in 
several countries. Limited access to health care 
may particularly affect children with disabilities 
and heighten the risk of complications for those 
with underlying conditions. Moreover, the 
interruption in routine programs might influence 
the reception of the people to other public health 
interventions. 

The suspension of face-to-face classes also 
affected the supplemental feeding programs 
facilitated by the government and its partner 
agencies (Mercado, 2020). The provision of hot 
and nutritional meals aims to address problems 
of hunger, poverty, and malnutrition among 
children. Lack of access to healthy meals and 
adequate measures to monitor their physical well 
-being can lead to malnutrition and stunting, 
specifically in the most vulnerable households. 

In addition, school closures and the sudden 
changes in the learning methods of children have 
contributed to their feeling of uncertainty and 
stress. The shift to remote learning left many 
households unprepared. In a survey by Save the 
Children International, a majority (8 out of 10) of 
children in 46 countries said that they were 
learning little or nothing at all in their classes 
during the outbreak of the pandemic (Gordon & 
Burgess, 2020). Essentially, parents and guardians 
play a vital role in fostering a conducive 
environment for learning. However, other factors 
such as accessibility to digital technology, 
availability of learning materials, and supervision 
of teachers also affect the learning and 
development of a child at home. 

Aside from the physical and mental health 
concerns, children face an increased risk of abuse 
and exploitation during quarantine. Even with no 
precedent, the quarantine measures being 
implemented can potentially amplify children's 
vulnerability to sexual abuse and exploitation 
because of, but not limited to, the following 
factors: 

Victims being trapped at home with the 
potential abuser{s) who, in most cases, are 
their fathers/stepfathers; 
With school closures, children lack access to 
the usual help channels for disclosures, 
especially teachers and school guidance 
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counselors who are usually recipients of initial 
disclosure from school learners; 
Face to face child protection education, 
awareness, and prevention interventions 
were halted because of quarantine measures, 
further limiting children's access to child 
protection information; 
Decreased income opportunities for families 
also increase the risk for sexual exploitation of 
children, especially the phenomenon of 
online live streaming/on-demand sexual 
abuse of children; 
Teens who engage in romantic relationships 
with their peers have limited means for 
physical interaction and as an alternative, will 
do this online, which also increases the risk for 
sharing non-consensual intimate images. 

National and Local Responses for Protecting the 
Vulnerable 

Institutionalizing Mechm-Jisms for Women m-Jd 
Development 
In pursuant of the Magna Carta of Women, all 
government agencies are requested to include 
responses to address the challenges and 
concerns of women during the pandemic in their 
2021 Gender and Development Plan and Budget 
(Philippine Commission on Women, 2020). 
Measures to be enacted by the agencies may 
focus on preventing discrimination and gender
based violence, ensuring participation of women 
in decision-making, sustaining women's 
livelihood, and guaranteeing the continuous 
provision of health and support services for 
women. Data disaggregation and gender analysis 
are also strongly recommended to ensure the 
inclusion of women in the development of 
COVID-19 interventions. 

The Philippine Commission of Women (PCW) 
has been at the forefront of several initiatives on 
protecting women amidst the pandemic. They 
have utilized their website and Facebook page by 
posting information, education, and 
communication (IEC) materials on the gendered 
impacts of COVID-19, available assistance and 
benefits for women, tips for women micro
entrepreneurs, and other laws and programs that 
women should be familiar with. They also 
conducted webinars on gender and 
development and violence against women in 
partnership with LGUs and barangays. To 
strengthen their support mechanisms, PCW set 
up a helpline for cases of Violence against 

Women and Children (VAWC) and posted a 
guide on the contact information of offices and 
agencies that address specific concerns of 
women. 

Apart from national agencies, local government 
units have also bolstered their gender and 
development campaigns and services. For 
instance, LGUs in CALABARZON promoted a 
more gender-responsive program planning and 
implementation through attending online 
workshops on the Enhanced Gender Responsive 
LGU (GeRL) Assessment Tool and localization of 
the Magna Carta of Women (Mores, 2020). 
Similarly, Responsive Planning and Budgeting 
workshops have also been conducted in the 
Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim 
Mindanao (BARMM). The workshops seek to 
prioritize gender-responsive programs and 
women's development in their 2021 GAD Plan 
and Budget (Bangsamoro Women Commission, 
2020). 

Nationwide campaigns such as the 18-day 
Campaign to End Violence Against Women 
(DILG, 2020) signifies the importance of 
localization of policies and programs on women, 
specifically at the barangay level. It urges LGUs 
and barangays to integrate a gender perspective 
in their interventions and strengthen their 
VAWC services to better respond to the needs 
of women and children. 

Establishing Mechm-Jisms for Children at Risk 
At the onset of the enhanced community 
quarantine (ECQ) in the country, the Department 
of the Interior and Local Government, and the 
Council for the Welfare of Children (CWC) 
released a Joint Memorandum Circular on 
protecting the rights of vulnerable children. The 
guidelines reiterated that the use of vulgar words 
and unnecessary force to children who violated 
the quarantine measures is prohibited. It also 
ensured that children will be directed to the 
barangay women and children's desk and their 
parents for custody (Abad, 2020). 

The Department of Information and 
Communications Technology through 
SaferKidsPH and other partners launched an 
SMS campaign to promulgate child online safety 
measures during the quarantine (Beltran, 2020). 
Aside from the VAWC helpline of the Philippine 
Commission of Women, different agencies and 
organizations such as the Council for the Welfare 
of Children, Bantay Bata 163, Actionline against 
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Human Trafficking, and Women and Children 
Protection Center have set up their helplines for 
reporting and monitoring of cases of child abuse 
and exploitation. 

At the local level, LG Us have expanded their child 
health care services by providing house-to-house 
feeding, immunization, and consultation. For 
example, the municipality of Mansalay, 
Occidental Mindoro in collaboration with its 
Municipal Health Office launched Dok-to-Door, a 
program that seeks to provide essential health 
care services straight to the doorstep of their 
constituents. Their rural health units take charge 
of the immunization and monitoring of 
malnourished children in their barangays (DILG, 
2020). In addition, lloilo City has also intensified its 
campaign on child immunization against measles 
and polio. Their city health office mobilized 102 
vaccine teams to be assigned in fixed posts and 
house-to-house service delivery. Assessment of 
the children's health was conducted by the health 
care providers (Lena, 2021). 

As advised by the national government, feeding 
programs must continue despite the quarantine 
restrictions. Nutritious food products will instead 
be delivered to the homes of malnourished 
children (Parrocha, 2020). In the City of Manila, 
families of preschool students were able to 
receive rice, vegetables, milk, and eggs as part of 
their Supplemental Feeding Program. This 
program is a joint project together with the Child 
Development Centers and Supervised 
Neighborhood Play in the city (Manila Public 
Information Office, 2021). 

LGUs are compelled by DILG to reinforce their 
efforts in monitoring Local Councils for the 
Protection of Children (LCPC). Through an 
advisory addressed to LGUs and partner 
agencies, the department emphasized . ~he 
importance of establishing and sustaining 
mechanisms to promote the welfare of children 
and address their specific concerns. It also 
highlights the need for monitoring and impact 
assessment of current initiatives to protect 
children. The councils should always be available 
and responsive at the community and local levels. 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Mainstreaming Women and Child Protection into 
the COVID-19 Local Government Unit Response 

The protection of women and 
children from risks to their physical, 
social, economic, and mental well
being will potentially be low in terms 
of local government units' priorities 
as resources and efforts are shifted 
towards public health response and 
crisis management. However, 
previous disasters and emergencies 
have shown that they are often the 
most affected. Thus, LGUs must 
mainstream women and child 
protection into their COVID-19 
response strategies to eradicate the 
perception that it is an added 
responsibility or burden. This may_ be 
attained through the following 
measures: 

Reiteration of existing policies and 
issuances of additional guidelines on 
the protection of the rights of 
women and children 

LG Us may reinforce the 
implementation of guidelines issued 
by the DILG and other concerned 
agencies. They can localize programs 
on upholding the rights of women 
and children amidst the pandemic 
such as information and advocacy 
campaigns and other support 
services. Such measures contribute 
to the development of a more 
inclusive crisis response agenda of 
LG Us. 

Local initiatives and measures on 
women and children protection may 
also be coordinated between 
governments. Joint collaborative 
efforts of governments create more 
mechanisms for sharing of best 
practices and replication of local 
ordinances on the protection of 
vulnerable sectors from different 
localities (Province to Cities and 
Municipalities, or Cities/ 
Municipalities towards Barangays). 
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Given the limited mobility due to 
community quarantine measures, 
LGUs may issue policies/guidelines 
in terms of maintaining free mobility 
for persons reporting/seeking 
assistance for VAWC cases. The 
guidelines should include protocols 
in terms of community front liners, 
to assist those who seek assistance 
for such cases. 

Ensure unimpeded operations of 
protection services and set up local 
helplines 

Access to health services and 
community case management of 
maternal and child health care must 
be ensured by the local health units 
through the local health workers. 
House-to-House distribution of 
meals, vitamins, and services can be 
conducted to minimize the risk of 
contact with people. Routine 
vaccinations and consultations can 
also be done through house 
visitations. Women and childcare 
arrangements should be extended to 
the most vulnerable households. 

Local social welfare and 
development offices and the 
barangays should ensure that 
Violence against Women and 
Children (VAWC) desks continue 
their operations, and that 
community members are aware that 
these desks remain operational 
despite the situation. A skeleton 
force can be set up for these VAWC 
desks to maintain continuous 
operation and have minimal impact 
in terms of workforce distribution 
from other COVI D-19 response 
activities. LGUs should provide 24/7 
hotlines that can be contacted for 
proper information or reporting. 
These communication lines may be 
in the form of social media and 
mobile/landline numbers. They may 
also be used for on line or 
teleconsultation, psychosocial 
processing, and information 
dissemination. 

Proactively detect women and child 
abuse and/or exploitation at home 

The majority of family-based sexual 
abuse and exploitation remains 
difficult to detect, as it is usually 
kept secret because of existing 
societal taboos related to sexuality 
issues. Detection and reporting 
prove to be extra difficult during the 
quarantine as victims are confined 
within their homes, together with 
their abusers. Community-based 
front-liners who do home visitations 
such as barangay health workers can 
be trained on how to detect possible 
signs and symptoms of women or 
children being abused, which in turn, 
can be reported to the local VAWC 
desks for proper follow up/ 
investigation. Active monitoring of 
barangay health care and social 
welfare and development workers is 
crucial in ensuring that women and 
children are protected from all kinds 
of violence and exploitation. 

Promote awareness-raising and local 
interventions 

With the current limitation of doing 
face-to-face and multi-participant 
education sessions for children and 
adults, LG Us may examine 
alternative avenues of disseminating 
information. Home visitations by 
barangay front liners and health 
workers may include providing brief 
information on women and child 
rights and services via printed 
materials such as leaflets. An online 
engagement using social media can 
also be explored. The LGU public 
information officer/social media 
manager via official LGU social 
media pages may share existing 
online materials on the protection of 
women and children (infographics, 
videos, etc), or adopt and localize 
these to further suit the community 
context. 
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Partner with local civil society 
organizations, people's 
organizations, youth groups, and 
non-government organizations 

LGUs may tap CSOs, POs, youth 
groups, and NGOs as partners 
towards cultivating a more 
protective environment for the most 
vulnerable sectors during the 
current pandemic. They may also 
identify organizations that can 
assist victims during the quarantine. 
These can be for legal matters, 
medical needs, shelter/transition 
homes, etc. A crucial factor in 
achieving synergies among the cited 
actors is the enforcement of legal 
yet less cumbersome procedures 
covering CSOs. In addition, LGUs 
may leverage these organizations' 
capabilities and capacities to further 
fortify women and child protection 
response strategies amid the COVID 
-19 outbreak. Other possible areas of 
collaboration include: 

1. resource augmentation; 
2. delivery of rapid protection 

and services; 
3. capacity-building of school 

personnel, health, and social 
workers; 

4. assistance in local policy 
formulation; 

5. formulation of effective 
women and child protection 
communication plans, and; 

6. provision of after-care/ 
psychosocial services to 
rescued victims. 

CONCLUSION 

The occurrence of a crisis like COVID 
-19 magnifies the societal issues and 
vulnerabilities experienced by 
women and children. The pandemic 
posed significant challenges to their 
physical, social, economic, and 
mental well-being. Moreover, their 
confinement at home due to the 
quarantine measures increased the 
risk of maltreatment, violence, and 
abuse. While global trends show that 
interventions to manage the spread 
of COVI D-19 cases have been 
successful in some countries, its 
impact specifically on women and 
children might endure for a very long 
time. This calls for immediate action 
among LGUs to mitigate the effects 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
women and children. 

Local efforts to protect the right of 
the most vulnerable sectors is 
imperative to fostering an enabling 
environment for growth and 
development. As a response to the 
specific needs of women and 
children, LGUs may enhance the 
accessibility of services and 
strengthen the implementation of 
legislation and programs for them. 
Awareness-raising activities could 
also be facilitated through different 
means of communication such as 
house-to-house visits and social 
media platforms. Finally, the 
multisectoral action of LGUs, local 
civil society organizations, people's 
organizations, youth groups, and non 
-government organizations could be 
explored for better development and 
policy outcomes. The well-being of 
women and children should be 
considered in all aspects of the local 
COVI D-19 response strategies. 
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