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1. Introduction
EAPN - European Anti-Poverty Network/Portugal (EAPN Portugal) presents the 4th edition of
Poverty Watch. This document presents itself as a tool to analyse the situation of poverty and
social exclusion in the country, highlighting some of the most relevant indicators in this area. In
parallel, some of the recent policy developments to reinforce social cohesion in the country are
presented, based on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the country and on the lives of the
most vulnerable people. The voice of the people presented in the report refers to those who are
part of the Local Citizens' Councils of EAPN Portugal and who have accompanied the work of the
organisation over the years, particularly with regard to the monitoring of social policies.
The impact of the pandemic was one of the central themes of the 2020 Poverty Watch, but we
believe that this centrality should be maintained in 2021 since the effects of the pandemic are now
being felt more strikingly. In parallel, the European Commission presented in March this year the
Action Plan for the implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights and defined 3 major
goals to be achieved by 2030, one of them being to reduce the number of people experiencing
poverty by at least 15 million (at least 5 million children). The Action Plan will be supported by the
next financial framework - ESF+ - which also proposes to support employment, the economy and
social cohesion and will be one of the instruments for the EU's recovery from the pandemic.
Member States also had to submit their recovery and resilience plans, thus benefiting from a set of
European funds that have as main purpose to mitigate the economic and social impact of the
coronavirus pandemic and make European economies and societies more sustainable, resilient and
better prepared for the challenges and opportunities of green and digital transitions. In June
Portugal saw its plan approved by the Commission and in July the financing agreements were
signed, with the first funds expected to arrive soon.
Europe is therefore at a turning point, with different instruments in place to ensure an economic
and social recovery from the pandemic and address what have been structural challenges in
different sectors and other more pressing ones such as the green and digital transition. It is
essential to ensure that the most vulnerable people are protected and benefit from these
instruments and not the opposite. The previous Strategy - Europe 2020 - had also set a poverty
reduction target that was not achieved and the previous decade dealt with a strong economic and
social crisis. Portugal managed to overcome the national target it had set under Europe 2020, but
now it is faced with a pandemic and a new crisis, not only European but global. At national level
there are new movements and opportunities in the fight against poverty, such as the National AntiPoverty Strategy that will be presented still in 2021 and that should be able to mobilise the funds
that are about to arrive, guide ongoing plans such as the pillar action plan with the aim of ensuring
a more integrated answer to combat the causes of poverty. We need a paradigm shift and the
ongoing processes need to be able to guide and effect this change.
This Poverty Watch intends to report on the social reality in Portugal and the impacts of the
pandemic in three main dimensions that are not new, but are still pressing at national level: access
to health, access to housing and minimum income. A reflection is also made on a fourth dimension,
a more transversal one, which is related to digitalisation and, in particular, the digitalisation of
services.
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2. Poverty and social exclusion situation in Portugal
Key data on poverty at national level
Poverty figures in Portugal indicated a decreasing evolution in the last years, mainly after the last
financial crisis. According to the latest data from INE1, the At Risk of Poverty and Social Exclusion
Rate (AROPE) was 19.8% in 2020 (it was 21.6% in 2019). Around 2.037 thousand people were at
risk of poverty or social exclusion. Women continue to be more vulnerable to the risk of poverty
and social exclusion (20.2%) compared to men (19.4%). Among women, it is the older women who
have a higher rate compared to other age groups (22.2% in 2020).
The AROPE indicator is a composite indicator that aggregates 3 other indicators: the at-risk-ofpoverty rate, which decreased in 2019 to 16.2% (it was 17.2% in 2018); the severe material
deprivation rate, which also decreased to 4.6% in 2020 (it was 5.9% in 2019) and the very low per
capita labour intensity also followed this decreasing trend of the indicators and was in 2019 5.1%
(it was 6.2% in 2018).
The autonomous regions of Madeira and Azores continue to record the highest percentages in all
indicators compared to the other regions of Mainland Portugal. The provisional data for 2020 show
an increase in the AROPE indicator for the Autonomous Region of Madeira, in particular regarding
the severe material deprivation rate. In Mainland Portugal, the Algarve and the North region
continue to show the highest rate of risk of poverty and exclusion.

Table 1: Europe 2020 Indicators, Portugal and NUTS II, 2019-2020
Europe 2020 Indicators

Lisbon
Portugal North Centre Metrop. Alentejo Algarve
Area

A.R.
Azores

A. R.
Madeira

23.2
8.1
18.7
6.5

36.7
13.1
31.8
11.9

32.2
7.3
27.8
9.4

22.5
6.5
17.9
5.5

32.4
9.6
28.5
8.0

32.9
11.0
26.3
9.2

2019
%
At risk of poverty and social exclusion rate
Severe material deprivation rate
At-risk-of-poverty rate after social transfers
Very low per capita labour intensity

21.6
5.6
17.2
6.2

23.2
6.7
18.3
6.2

20.4
4.1
17.3
5.0

17.8
4.6
13.3
5.7

22.0
4.6
17.9
8.3

2020 (Po)
%
At risk of poverty and social exclusion rate
Severe material deprivation rate
At-risk-of-poverty rate after social transfers
Very low per capita labour intensity

19.8
4.6
16.2
5.1

22.0
4.6
18.1
5.6

19.4
3.4
16.6
3.9

14.6
4.1
11.1
4.3

20.2
4.8
16.9
6.5

Source: INE, EU-SILC: Inquérito às Condições de Vida
e Rendimento 2019-2020; PO – provisional figure

1

INE, Income and Living Conditions 2020 (provisional data), INE Highlight of 19 February 2021.
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Despite the decreasing trend in the at-risk-of-poverty rate, this was not the case for the age
groups. The at-risk-of-poverty rate remains highest in the group of children and increased from
18.5% in 2018 to 19.1% in 2019. The same was true for the group of older people (65+ years) in
which the rate also increased from 17.3% in 2018 to 17.5 in 2019. The decrease only occurred in
the group of working-age adults (18-64 years) from 16.9% in 2018 to 14.9% in 2019. Looking at the
group of older people, the at-risk-of-poverty rate has also increased among pensioners, rising from
15.2% in 2018 to 15.7% in 2019. However, it is still among the unemployed population that this
rate is highest, although it has reduced between 2018 (47.5%) and 2019 (40.7%). Gender issues are
also relevant in this dimension: it is unemployed women (24.4%), retired women (17.2%) and
women in other conditions of inactivity (30.4%) who have the most significant at-risk-of-poverty
rates. Only in situations of employment and unemployment do men have a higher rate,
respectively 10.6% and 44.5%, when compared to women (8.5% and 37.6).
Women continue to be more vulnerable to poverty compared to men, although there has also
been a decrease in the at-risk-of-poverty rate from 17.8% (2018) to 16.7% (2019). However, this
reduction did not occur in the group of older women (65+ years) and the group of male children (017 years). In both groups there was an increase in the at-risk-of-poverty rate between 2018 and
2019 from 18.9% to 19.5% in the case of elderly women and from 18.2% to 19.6% in the case of
male children.
From the perspective of household composition, households with children are the ones that are
still highly vulnerable to poverty (17.0% for 2019). However, some nuances continue to be
registered and there was an increase between 2018 and 2019 in the at-risk-of-poverty rate for
some households: in households composed of 2 adults with 3 + children the rate was 39.8% in 2019
(it was 30.2% in 2018) and in households composed of 1 adult aged 65+ without children the rate
was 28.0% in 2019 (it was 26.5% in 2018).
Portugal remains an unequal country although there was a slight decrease in the S80/S20 indicator
between 2018 and 2019 from 5.2 to 5.0.
Material deprivation continues to be a relevant indicator to measure the vulnerability and
deprivation of the population in some dimensions that are not so visible through other indicators.
We see that this rate decreased between 2019 and 2020, but it is still among the group of women
that this rate is more significant (14.0%) when compared to men (13.0%). The decrease in material
deprivation occurred in all age groups with the exception of the group of older people (65 + years)
and for both genders (18.9% for women, it was 18.2% in 2019 and 15.0% for men, it was 13.8 in
2019). In the set of the 9 dimensions that make up the indicator, it is in the dimension of no ability
to have a meal of meat, fish (or vegetarian equivalent) at least every 2 days that there was a slight
increase in 2020 (2.5%) when compared to 2019 (2.3%). The dimensions: Unable to afford one
week of holidays away from home per year (38.0%) and Unable to ensure the immediate payment
of an expense without resorting to a loan (30.7%) continue to be those in which the Portuguese
population still have more economic difficulties.
Although not being one of the deprivation items, it is important to understand the rate of severe
housing conditions deprivation since it is a relevant factor in people's living conditions. According
to INE, this rate was 3.9% in 2020, slightly lower than in 2019 (4.1%). According to the survey on
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living conditions and income, in 20192, 9.5% of people lived in overcrowded accommodation. This
percentage also decreased in 2020 (9.0%). Regarding the overburden of housing expenses, we also
see a slight decrease in 2020 to 4.1% (it was 5.7% in 2019), but with significant nuances in regional
terms: this rate is 5.2% for the Algarve and 4.5% for Lisbon Metropolitan Area3. Living in poverty
has a significant effect on this rate: in 2019, this was 22.8% for the population living below poverty
line4.
From the perspective of social transfers, we see that these continue to have a significant weight in
reducing poverty. Before any social transfer the at-risk-of-poverty rate reached 42.4%, reducing to
21.9% after the pension transfers (2019 data). However, it is important to point out some nuances
in particular those that refer to the minimum income scheme which, in Portugal, remains
inadequate and with very little impact on poverty reduction. The Commission's latest report for
Portugal once again warned of this situation: "In August 2019, the average monthly values of the
minimum income were EUR 117.37 per person and EUR 260.20 per household, which does not
allow to get out of poverty. The adequacy of support through minimum income is well below the
EU average"5. The latest available data are for June 2021 and are not very different from those
indicated above. The average value per beneficiary was 119.39€ and for a household 261.62€. The
base value of the SII is 189.66€.
Between June 2020 and June 2021 there is a significant increase in the number of beneficiaries of
the RSI (Rendimento Social de Inserção - Social Integration Income) benefit: 209.664 in 2020 and
217.149 in 2021. Children (<18 years) remain the dominant group in terms of beneficiaries of the
benefit, followed by the group above 55 years old.

2

INE, Income and Living Conditions 2019, INE Highlight of 7 May 2020.
INE. Updated data 7 May 2021.
4
Eurostat. Housing cost overburden rate by poverty status - EU-SILC survey (online data code: TESSI163)
5
European Commission, Portugal 2020 Report, SWD(2020) 521 final, Brussels, 26.2.2020, p.51
3
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Chart 1: RSI beneficiaries by sex and age group

Source: Social Security

The impacts of the pandemic are now being reflected at national level. Health was one of the most
affected sectors, not only because of the centrality it had in controlling the pandemic, but also
because of the care required from the population. We will see in the following chapter that it was
in the health sector that the impact of the pandemic was highest, according to the (public and
private) entities that intervene in the social area. Recent data from INE6 reveal that there was a
worsening of health conditions this past year: "The prevalence of chronic illness or long-term
health problems (i.e., that lasts or is likely to last at least six months) affected 43.2% of population
in 2020 (41.2% in 2019)". According to the same source, women are more in this situation (46.3%)
than men (39.6%) plus elderly people (73.8%) than the rest of the population under 65 (32.5%).
The at-risk-of-poverty rate for people aged 16 and over with chronic illness or long-term health
problem was 18.5%, 4.7 p.p. more than for people without chronic illness or other health problem
(13.8%). In the same sense, having a health limitation in performing activities also has implications
for the risk of poverty and in 2020 it was found that the at-risk of poverty rate for those who are
severely limited reaches 23.1% and 19.2% for those who are limited but not severely and 13.6% of
those who are not limited at all.
The perception regarding health status as good or very good reached 51.3% of population in 2020.
This positive assessment increased compared to 2019 and for both genders, however, the
perception remains lower for women (47.5%) than for men (55.7%). There was also an increase in
the percentage of people with unmet medical appointment needs (3.9%).

6

INE, Income and Living Conditions 2020 (provisional data), INE Highlight of 19 February 2021
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Chart 2

Source: INE

Also noteworthy is the decrease in the proportion of people who, for financial reasons, could not
meet the need to receive dental medical care in the 12 months prior to the interview: 7.9% in 2020,
1.7 p.p. less than the previous year and 6.5 p.p. less than in 2015. It also stands out that the
proportion of people who, for financial reasons, could not meet the need to receive medical care
decreased, standing at 1.1% in 2020, 0.3 p.p. less than in 2019 and 1.3 p.p. less than in 20157.
Another dimension affected by the pandemic was undoubtedly households’ income. According to
DECO - Associação Portuguesa para a Defesa do Consumidor (Portuguese Association for Consumer
Protection), there was an increase in indebtedness. In 2020, this entity received 30.100 requests
for help, mostly due to unemployment, loss of income, job insecurity or a business deal gone
wrong. Portugal is a country that is characterised by low wages and a country that although social
transfers have an impact on reducing the poverty rate, this impact is still reduced when compared
to the European average (34% - in 20188). This income frailty is visible for example in people
income brackets9: In Portugal, about 18% of taxpayers had, in 2018, a declared gross income
deducted from the PIT paid of less than 5.000€ per year (417€ per month) and more than half
(56%) had an income below 10.000€ per year (833€ per month). On the other hand, only 14% of
taxpayers had a gross income deducted from the PIT paid of more than 19.000€ (1.583€ per
month). There are clearly significant territorial differences: "Approximately 65% of municipalities
7

Summary of ICOR data - income and living conditions, EAPN Portugal. The summary was based on the INE
Highlight of 19 February 2021: https://www.eapn.pt/documento/711/resumo-dos-dados-icor-rendimento-econdicoes-de-vida
8
European Commission, Portugal 2020 Report, SWD(2020) 521 final, Brussels, 26.2.2020, p.51
9
For more information see: National Observatory for the Fight Against Poverty, Portuguese municipalities:
income and inequality. In Focus #10, EAPN Portugal, February 2021: https://on.eapn.pt/em-foco/em-foco10/

9

EAPN Portugal_September 2021

have more than 18% of taxpayers with gross income deducted from the PIT of less than 5.000€ and
almost 80% of municipalities have more than half of their taxpayers with income of up to 10.000€
per year". It is important to recognise that "low gross declared incomes also result in low and/or
intermittent social security contributions, weakening the protective capacity of social transfers".
Recent employment data (estimate) shows an increase in the employment rate of 62.4% in June
2021 when compared to the previous month (62.2%) and the same month a year earlier (59.8%).
Concerning unemployment, it also decreased slightly in June 2021 (6.9%) when compared to May
(7.0%) and the same month a year earlier (7.5%). The situation is slightly different for women
whose employment rate (59.8%) was lower than that of men (65.9%) in June 2021 and
unemployment rate was higher (6.6%) than that of men (6.3%) in the same period.
However, job insecurity is a reality and the rate of working poor rose again significantly in 2019
reaching 10.8% 10. This rate had fallen in 2018 (9.7%). This rate is higher for men (11.0% in 2019)
compared to women (10.6% in 2019)11.
Over this period, we also see significant fluctuations in unemployment benefits that also reflect
the impact of the pandemic. In the following table we see an increase in the number of
unemployment benefit recipients between June 2020 and June 2021. An important element is
related to the extension of unemployment benefits since it was a measure taken at the beginning
of this year in which all unemployment benefits ending during the year 2021 were, exceptionally,
extended for another 6 months12. We have seen a progressive increase over the last few months,
which also reveals the difficulty of getting out of an unemployment situation.

10

Eurostat. In work at-risk-of-poverty rate (online data code: SDG_01_41)
Eurostat. In-work at-risk-of-poverty rate by sex (online data code: TESOV110)
12
https://eportugal.gov.pt/noticias/subsidios-de-desemprego-prolongados-por-mais-6-meses
11
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Table 2: Unemployment benefit recipients by type of benefit and processing month
Benefits
S. Security
unemployment
S. Security initial
unemployment
S. Security
subsequent
unemployment
Extension
unemployment
benefit
MEADLD*
Extension of
unemployment
benefit grant
TOTAL

2020-06

2021-01

2021-02

2021-03

2021-04

2021-05

2021-06

192.713

208.719

207.622

208.975

209.025

195.743

173.578

10.985

10.189

10.288

10.578

10.669

9.471

7.725

16.586

25.462

23.168

21.396

19.131

16.591

14.067

13

6

9

11

12

11

9

1.478

905

635

340

133

52

30

-

2

13.220

21.285

29.478

35.743

39.096

227.156

250.982

254.773

268.466

269.212

276.665

241.687

Source: Social Security (database status at 1 July 2021); * Extraordinary Measure to Support the Long Term
Unemployed

Also important are the beneficiaries with layoff benefits13 (reduction of working hours and
temporary suspension) that had a significant increase at the beginning of the pandemic (2.530
people were on layoff in May 2020), reached a record number in April 2021 (15.495), decreased
significantly in May 2021 (7.926), but went up again in June (8.613).
The country's picture of poverty and social exclusion is a complex one (as it is the problem itself)
and needs to be analysed in several dimensions. It is important to mention that the Action Plan of
the European Pillar of Social Rights14 has broadened the social scoreboard for the countries, i.e., it
has increased the number of indicators under analysis and it is now possible to have a more faithful
view of the social reality. However, this should be a working basis and it is important that, at the
level of the Member States, and even at the level of the territories, it is possible to detail and find
other indicators that allow the drafting of a diagnosis on poverty and social exclusion in the country
and on the needs of the most vulnerable people.

13
14

Source Social Security. Database updated 1 July 2021.
The scoreboard is attached to this report.
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3. COVID-19 and the challenges for Portugal
EAPN Portugal conducted a series of interviews with members of Local Citizens' Councils (CLCs Conselhos Locais de Cidadãos) with the aim of understanding the impact of the pandemic on
citizens' lives. CLCs are working groups of people who live or have lived in poverty and social
exclusion and are facilitated by EAPN's district branches. There are 19 CLCs (one for each district on
the mainland, a total of 18, and one in the Autonomous Region of Madeira). A representative of
each CLC sits on the National Council of Citizens. Similar interviews had already been carried out in
April 2020 and this year (between March and May) the aim was to understand: how the impact of
the pandemic has evolved in their own lives highlighting a set of key areas: income, housing,
employment and/or training, health, social benefits, food, children follow-up and access to
services; what the main changes happened in their lives; what type of follow-up they had or
requested and perception about it; relatives follow-up and vice-versa; knowledge and perception
of Government's measures; perceptions about the future of the country and the situation of the
most vulnerable people and what solutions should be put in place to improve people's lives.
This Poverty Watch focuses on the themes of accessibility to health, housing, adequate income.
The results of the interviews in these specific areas were then presented to the National Council
members and were the subject of a second round of discussion15, in which the topic of
digitalisation (as a transversal issue) was included. Both the interview work16 and the CNC
meetings allowed for the collection of a set of information on the impact of the pandemic on
vulnerable audiences, concerns and challenges for the future. These results are presented below,
including information from other events17 that EAPN Portugal has held over the last year and in
which issues such as adequate minimum income have been widely discussed.
Access to Health
In the first questionnaire, people interviewed reported concerns about their mental health as a
result of the uncertainty situation and fear they experienced in the face of an unexpected reality
that shook their daily lives, including their way of relating to others. We now note that some of the
interviewees reported episodes of mental health worsening, highlighting isolation, the feeling of
emptiness and the feeling of loneliness as central causes: "...I went through a very complicated
period, besides the death of my daughter, the lockdown had a very significant impact on my mental
health….”
Another dimension is the worsening of health in non-COVID diseases, i.e., throughout this period,
there was a centrality of services in fighting the pandemic which generated a second-class care of
other diseases - the situation worsened particularly with the so-called "risk users": diabetics,
hypertensives and other diseases, more or less common among the Portuguese population. Here,
income also plays a central role, since those who do not have the resources to access private
15

Two meetings were held with the National Council of Citizens to discuss the themes that make up Poverty
Watch. The meetings took place online on 20 and 27 July.
16
A total of 64 interviews were conducted. The majority of interviewees are aged 60-69, followed by
interviewees aged 50-59. 25 interviewees are aged below 50 and 10 are aged over 70. The full results of the
interviews are gathered in a single report which will be disseminated soon on the EAPN Portugal website.
17
For example, we highlight the National Citizens' Forum that took place on 16 and 17 October 2020 and
addressed the role of adequate minimum income in the fight against poverty.
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medicine see their health problems worsened, living with a kind of feeling of hopelessness and
passivity: "... I have this problem, but I don't have the money to go to private (services)... they are
very expensive and I don't have any insurance...".
While it is recognised that the attention paid to the control of COVID is important, CNC members
recognise that there is a dimension that has not received the necessary attention: "COVID sequelae
are not being treated" and this has made people's lives difficult. According to some members,
those who had the disease now present increased health difficulties that have hindered their
professional performance, which can lead to more difficulties in accessing employment and also in
keeping the job they have. Parallel concerns arise from this, such as hunger, which is already being
talked about a lot, even by other professionals such as epidemiologists, since people are more
vulnerable.
Regarding the accessibility dimension, the interviewed citizens say that it was not easy to access
health care during the pandemic. There were a number of difficulties, such as the deprivation of
the most basic health services, such as appointments for people at risk, medical examinations,
medication prescription or other essential services: "There are people who spend days and days
phoning and no one answers. There are issues that are not being properly talked about and
discussed and when they are it is in a generalised way and it doesn't solve anything." Added to
these difficulties are the postponement of appointments and other medical services. One of the
interviewees refers to a situation she experienced after several appointment attempts: "... the
family doctor downplayed the situation and did not give any referral. What saved the day was a
colleague who has a daughter who is a doctor and sent her photos of my son's eye... she was
available to see him and in the end he had to be submitted to a surgery... because the situation was
serious...".
In global terms, we can highlight that, throughout this year, there has been a worsening of the
difficulties to access health for the most vulnerable people, which may contribute to a worsening of
the population health situation, as the previous indicators show. The centrality of the degradation
of mental health in this period stands out. Another study carried out by EAPN Portugal among the
Third Sector and Public Entities18 reinforces this difficulty since the entities referred that the impact
of COVID on health was extremely high19, particularly concerning difficulties in accessing specialised
appointments and difficulties in accessing routine appointments. The lack of information/not being
able to establish contact was also highlighted as relevant.
A new situation in this second moment of citizens hearing is that of vaccination. From an initial
moment of some expectation and anguish: "... when are we going to be inoculated? Is the vaccine
effective? What about other health problems? Is it already too late for many people?". There is also
a feeling of hope awaiting later developments: the moment when "herd immunity" can be achieved
and life can "go back to normal", when the majority of the population is inoculated and what care
we should take then to control the pandemic and what it will turn into. Vaccination appears as a
new and positive element, but the recognition of the gratuitousness and universality of the
18

This study was conducted between March and May 2021 and consisted of an online questionnaire
addressed to public and Third Sector entities throughout the national territory. A total of 644 valid answers
were obtained and the results will soon be published on the EAPN Portugal website.
19
The entities had to rate from 1 to 6, with 1 being no impact and 6 an extremely high impact, and
considering the perception of citizens/beneficiaries, the constraints/vulnerabilities of the epidemiological
evolution in different public activity sectors.
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National Health System also stands out. The return to normality is still eagerly awaited, although it
is acknowledged that this return will not be made without changes, and one of those changes,
already underway, is the digitalisation of services.

Digitalisation and access to health
The entry of digitalisation into health is seen as a process already underway from which there will
be no turning back, i.e., it is assumed as something that was important during the pandemic and
will continue into the post-pandemic. However, digitalisation is not seen in a passive and
constraint-free way. For members, access to digital services is one of the barriers in accessing
health care and may have also contributed during this period to a disengagement of people from
health services and a worsening of their health condition. "There are online appointments, booking
appointments online; ordering prescriptions online, receiving prescriptions online. In other words,
you get it on your email and on your mobile phone. And there are a lot of people who don't know
how to deal with that yet. You get the codes on the phone and say: I don't know what's in the
prescription. I don't know what's prescribed there". There were reported situations in which, for
example, psychological follow-up is done over the phone, or with recourse to messages, but "in a
panic attack, a mobile phone message is not going to help". It was also highlighted the fact that
people who don't have money to fill all the prescriptions and the fact that they receive the
prescription, with a code, on their mobile phone, and are unaware that they are not "obliged" to
ask for all the medicines prescribed, makes them not to fill prescriptions when they don't have
enough money for them. The help that pharmacists can provide in these situations is highlighted.
CNC members recognise that we are still a long way from face-to-face appointments and we have
to start dealing with digital issues as soon as possible to minimise people's problems. They highlight
the "urgency of working with digital". However, they point out that although digital is faster and
more functional, it is not so for those who do not have digital skills, do not have a computer, do not
have a mobile phone, do not have electricity, or, for example, do not have network coverage in the
area where they live. They also stressed that "The internet still conveys a lot of insecurity"
especially when one has to share confidential information or ask others for help. Poverty, the
ageing population and the info-exclusion of many elderly people, but also of adults who are just
starting to work with these platforms, will create more inequalities in the access to health.
A relevant aspect in digitalisation also involves the services themselves and their professionals who
also need to be trained to deal with digital platforms and be able to help the user. The importance
of adapting answers to people's conditions was also highlighted, i.e., the need to call on health
centres and professionals to provide a differentiated answer taking into account the person (e.g. if
the person does not have a mobile phone to receive a prescription, they must have it on paper).

Access to Housing
The impacts of the pandemic on families’ income are perhaps one of the dimensions that is most
related to housing. On the one hand, because staying at home (lockdown) led to an increase in
daily expenses (water consumption, electricity, gas, food): "House expenses increased, especially
gas – as we were always at home, to keep it warm in winter, we spent a lot of gas... we also started
paying more for water and spending much more on food..."; on the other hand, the loss of income
14
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(due to unemployment; lay-off) increased the difficulties in ensuring the payment of the monthly
rent or bank instalment. Some people did not opt to resort to moratoria because they feared that
this would lead to a worsening of their finances in the future: "my son bought the house that we
had rented and, to do so, he asked the bank for a loan ... as he did not want to resort to state
support (moratorium) ... as the instalment was paid directly from the bank account, he practically
had no money ... his salary was almost only to pay the instalment for the house ...".
Relying on the solidarity of landlords and/or owners proved to be a possibility for some of the
interviewees: "I have 4 months of rent in arrears because I had many expenses with ... but the
landlady knows that when I have money I pay, sometimes I don't have all the money for the rent
and I only pay what I can ... she knows that I pay her and understands and accepts ...". Many of
these situations are solved with "conversations" with landlords: "he was truly understanding, I
explained everything to him and he never demanded the money or evicted me, I ended up paying
everything, but I had to cut down on many things... on food and other things that I had to stop
buying...". The weight of housing expenses in a household budget is significant, especially if the
household is already in a vulnerable situation and leads people to take difficult decisions such as
the one above described: cutting down on many things, one of them being food.
Some also mentioned that solidarity was more visible in the first phase of the pandemic, but that it
changed with the second and third wave. People are more closed on themselves and it is not so
easy to rely on the help of others, like neighbours. There is more intolerance in particular.
Another dimension is that of isolation situations, on the one hand, and overcrowding on the other.
For the members of the citizens' councils, people isolation is a reality and it has worsened with the
pandemic. At the same time, there is also overcrowding in housing as a way to survive, i.e., unable
to pay for housing and to bear the costs, with the loss of income, some people have had to leave
their homes and resort to the help of relatives: "in my two-bedroom house, two children, one
daughter and a son-in-law, myself and another daughter with Down syndrome, my widow's pension
and my daughter's pension provide for four adults and two children. We have no privacy, no space
for ourselves to think about life...". In this issue of overcrowding there is also, once again,
teleworking which continues to have harmful effects on family harmony, especially when everyone
is at home working and there are no conditions for it.
The increase in the cost of living and of goods, especially in some territories where there has been,
for example, an increase in the cost of water or in the price of one square metre of housing, creates
greater vulnerability for families in this period and in the future. Housing shortages were worsened
by the pandemic. In particular, the postponement or delay in requests for social housing or even
housing remodelling by landlords and/or owners can be highlighted.
In global terms, the loss of income had a considerable impact on access to housing and there was
also a greater overburden in terms of family expenses and difficulty in ensuring current expenses.
At this level the situation of some groups was highlighted, such as the Roma communities who, by
not being able to work even in informal jobs, were no longer able to pay their expenses: "if people
have no income, how can people pay for water, pay for electricity? How can people have access to
food and other goods? (...) the vast majority of Roma communities, especially in Castelo Branco,
work in the field, if they were forbidden this work, they can't have income (...) therefore they can't
pay expenses".
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It is interesting to note that, in the study carried out with organisations, they perceive the same
difficulties, i.e., that the pandemic had an extremely high impact in the risk of over-indebtedness on
the medium term, due to the overburden of expenses connected to housing maintenance and a high
impact in the difficulty to understand or access information on benefits which we will see in the
digitalisation part. This was also one of the difficulties that stood out when hearing citizens.
Citizens also refer that the effort rate of people to be able to rent a house is extremely high and the
market needs to be regulated in order to be more accessible. There is a high risk of an increase in
the "black market" in the housing sector, that is, people renting without declaring it, which will lead
to the most vulnerable people continuing to have difficulties in accessing housing. Another
dimension is related to the requirement of guarantors and/or a collateral (which in some places
can be up to 6 months' rent in advance): "I am paying 700€ for my house. How would I be able to
have 7x 700€ saved to move out of here and into another house?! It is impossible.".

Digitalisation and access to Housing
One of the first observations made at this level is that, according to citizens, teleworking is here to
stay. "Hybrid working models will change people's lives and the occupation of space in their own
homes... and thinking about housing will require some creativity" to change the problems that now
arise in the management of different routines within a household. Digitalisation brings a "new
paradigm" that affects all areas, companies, employment, housing, etc., but, despite its
transversality, it will affect the most vulnerable ones and those who are excluded. It was
highlighted, for example, home schooling, which was a painful solution for children who had no
specific space to study, but especially for those who had no proper access (or even no access at all)
to digital networks, as it was for some children from Roma communities. At this level it was pointed
out that school gave an answer and took care of the needs in terms of technological resources, but
then the parents could not help the children at home because they did not know how to do it
either. The situation of info-exclusion is a reality present in many households.
It was also highlighted that there are currently several answers, programmes, even local ones, to
help people with housing problems, but access to them has to be made via digital platforms. This
situation increases the lack of knowledge about the aids, but also the difficulty in accessing them:
"people don't know where they have to put the crosses, where they have to answer... Language is
not the most accessible.... And then if you don't put in exactly what you should... one cross on the
wrong side and it's all over".

Income
The interviews carried out sought to understand the impact of the pandemic on people's income,
whether this came from work or from social benefits. It was noted that, on the one hand, some
people managed to keep their income, either because they went on with teleworking or because
their jobs were not interrupted. Other people, on the other hand, lost their income, either because
they became unemployed, or in lay-off, or because they could no longer perform the
informal/temporary jobs they used to do.
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As seen in the previous sections, the loss of income affected people's lives, but also among those
who did not have this loss, there was an increase in expenses: "Expenses increased, because we
spend more on light and water with children at home... I avoid turning on the TV first thing in the
morning and only turn it on after lunch and at the end of the day, so as not to spend...".
In global terms, interviewees said that resorting to proximity solidarity (extended family,
neighbourhood networks, food support from welfare institutions) was an important solution to
these difficulties, allowing them to obtain resources in terms of food, accommodation, housing and
even to rebuild family budgets.
With regard to social benefits, they recognised that these were essential during the pandemic
period, but also highlighted the need to strengthen them. At this level, we highlight issues related
to minimum income, in particular the Social Integration Income20 as a benefit aimed at people
living in extreme poverty.
The great majority of the members of the Local Councils consider that the value of the benefit is
neither enough nor appropriate to have a decent life and access to a set of goods and services
(housing, water, electricity, heating, telecommunications, food, health, transport, among others).
They also consider that leisure and culture should be included in the set of goods to be taken into
account, as they are central to the inclusion of the person in society, but they recognise that there
are still great barriers to the implementation of this idea: "to put leisure and culture together? (...)
great. But this is utopian".
Citizens consider that the Social Insertion Income should be subject to an assessment process,
investing in a strong individualised follow-up of each beneficiary (allocation of case managers),
directing people towards effective answers of inclusion: "It is necessary that the State urgently
reviews this measure because the livelihood of many families is completely at risk".
The basic idea of the appropriate minimum income is to help people getting out of a vulnerability
situation, providing access to decent jobs, mobilising citizens, working on individual motivation to
overcome moments of frailty. This does not happen and people continue to be trapped in
vulnerability situations from which they can hardly get out: "I am unemployed at the moment. I
start working on the 1st, but without a contract. Then in September I will start working under
contract. Now I will work for a month without a contract, without insurance, nothing. But that's it.
That's how they made me the proposal and I accepted because I wanted... They won't give me the
contract. I need the money, I have to go". The connection to the labour market is essential, but this
must ensure employment and decent wages. "I was once in a situation where I was working
without a contract. I was no longer receiving anything from the job centre, but as I had my
registration there I was called. They had a job offer, with a contract, but it was three hours a week.
There was nothing to it. I refused... And she turned to me and said: I don't know understand why
people register?! You don't want to work.".
One of the great weaknesses of the measure is precisely this pressure that people feel to accept
any type of job / proposal that is made to them, which perpetuates ongoing situations of
precariousness. The very rejection of a job by the beneficiaries is not always perceived as not
20

The information on this topic results from the reflection work carried out with members of local citizens'
councils for the National Citizens' Forum (2020) and the discussion with members of the National Citizens'
Council that took place in July 2021.
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wanting to "put up" with a situation that will be even more harmful for the person, but rather as
"not wanting to work". The inadequacy of the measure contributes to the perpetuation of
stereotypes about it and its beneficiaries: "there is a label that sticks to people".
This income should be allocated in a transparent and fair way, on a case-by-case basis, considering
living conditions, housing, employment, fixed expenses, household composition and capacity of the
monthly income to ensure daily expenses.
To make an actual monthly calculation according to the individual/family needs as well as the
actual expenses in terms of housing, health, education/training, employment, cultural area, among
others and having poverty line as reference is essential to ensure that a measure such as the RSI
can be more appropriate and effective to fight poverty. It is also important to take into account
regional differences in the calculation and amount since "the cost of living is different" from region
to region.

Digitalisation and income
Digitalisation challenges don’t relate only to measures such as RSI, but social benefits in general.
The fact that information is available on digital platforms makes it difficult for citizens, namely the
most vulnerable ones, to know about it.
Here again, CNC members consider that empowerment actions should be promoted among
professionals, as they also have difficulties in using computers and little digital knowledge. For
some members the lack of knowledge also covers the policy measures they implement, which add
to failures in their implementation, is a barrier to accessing them by those who need them and who
also have difficulties in "deciphering" information and contributes to the development of
stereotypes.
Once again, the fact that certain benefits can only be requested electronically and this does not
always mean less bureaucracy and services’ simplification was referred to as a barrier. This
situation limits the access to the measure by those who need it, but do not have the means
(namely electronic) and enough knowledge to do so. The Extraordinary Income Support for
Workers was given as an example.
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4. Political Solutions
The European Commission approved the Portuguese Recovery and Resilience Plan (RRP) in June
for 16.6 billion euros. The first payment of 2.2 billion euros was made on August 3rd. Portugal
becomes one of the first countries to receive this financial support and can start its Plan that "will
be at the service of people and the green and digital transition"21. The Commission's assessment
states in relation to social issues that this Plan "addresses social challenges by significantly
addressing the need to improve the effectiveness and adequacy of social safety nets, including
through reforms and investments in social housing and social services, with a particular focus on the
elderly, children and vulnerable groups with disabilities. These reforms and investments foresee the
approval of the National Housing Plan, the National Anti-Poverty Strategy and a programme to
support access to housing through the construction of new buildings or the renovation of existing
housing, the creation and renovation of places in social facilities, the strengthening of proximity
care and the creation of social intervention teams in the municipalities of Mainland Portugal,
integrated programmes to support deprived communities in disadvantaged metropolitan areas and
greater ease of use of social security services through digitalisation"22. We know that the efforts for
the recovery from the crisis and the impacts of the pandemic, as well as the possibility to do more
and better on the scope of the fight against poverty are not limited to the measures included in the
RRP, since a new financial framework - ESF+ - will start soon, which is also presented as the main
financial instrument for the implementation of the action plan of the European Pillar of Social
Rights (presented in March this year). ESF+ will invest in the youngest (Member States must devote
at least 12. 5% of these funds to this area); support the most vulnerable (at least 25% of the funds
must be dedicated to social inclusion); provide food and basic material assistance to the most
deprived persons (at least 3% of the resources); invest in children (Member States with an above
average child poverty level must use at least 5% of the funds for this area and all other MS must
also allocate amounts to combat child poverty) and, finally, directly support social innovation
through the new employment and social innovation strand of the ESF+ with a specific financial
envelope of 676 million euros23. We are therefore at a turning point, not only because we are
facing a new crisis, but also because new opportunities are arising that should be seen as such so as
to result in effective changes aimed at improving the living conditions of all people.
Poverty in Portugal has structural causes that have long been identified, but it still lacks an
integrated answer with specific measures focusing on these causes. EAPN Portugal has already
presented opinions 24 on the RRP and some of its components on various occasions. Prioritising
areas such as health, housing, social answers and poverty is fundamental and the RRP points to
21

https://www.portugal.gov.pt/pt/gc22/comunicacao/noticia?i=portugal-ja-recebeu-o-primeiro-pagamentodo-prr
22
European Commission, Council Implementing Decision on the approval of the evaluation of the Portuguese
recovery and resilience plan, COM(2021) 321 final, 16.6.2021.
23
For more information: https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=325
24
See: Recovery and Resilience Plan 2020-2030. EAPN Portugal opinion October 2020:
https://www.eapn.pt/documento/696/plano-de-recuperacao-e-resiliencia-2020-2030; Economic Recovery
Plan: recovering Portugal, rebuilding the future. EAPN Portugal's answer to the March 2021 public
consultation: https://www.eapn.pt/documento/713/plano-de-recuperacao-economica-recuperar-portugalreconstruindo-o-futuro; Recovery and resilience plan: contributions and visions of EAPN Portugal in the field
of housing. July 2021: https://www.eapn.pt/documento/729/plano-de-recuperacao-e-resilienciacontributos-e-visoes-da-rede-europeia-anti-pobrezaportugal-eapn-portugal-no-dominio-do-acesso-ahabitacao
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solutions in that direction which need to be implemented and monitored, but also need to be
articulated as poverty is multidimensional.
The Government25 has recently announced that it will review the Social Integration Income, having
set up a working group for this purpose. This review is urgent as this measure, which has been in
existence for 25 years, is oriented towards the most excluded groups but is still inadequate in
terms of its effectiveness in fighting poverty. EAPN Portugal has been advocating the updating and
improvement of this measure in order to make it more appropriate, accessible and empowering for
the groups that benefit from it26.
People living in poverty do not only have a lack of income but a multiplicity of vulnerabilities:
unemployment or precarious employment, bad housing conditions, lack of housing or overcrowded
housing, health problems, food shortages, low education and low qualifications. The list could go
on, but from the factors listed it is clear that the answers need to be integrated. Poverty is a
determining factor for various vulnerabilities and needs strategic solutions. For this reason, EAPN
Portugal looks forward to the National Anti-Poverty Strategy, which is to be presented in the
second half of this year. We believe that this Strategy should have clear goals to fight poverty,
should seek integrated answers, but also integrate other ongoing strategies that target the most
vulnerable people, should promote the participation of all stakeholders and should be monitored
and evaluated at mid-term, and should have its own funds, but also guide the next funds that are
about to arrive. The Community Framework is an important financial tool in the fight against
poverty and has already showed a clearly positive impact on social intervention in previous periods.
The next Community Framework will also focus on fighting poverty, but it is necessary to ensure
monitoring and evaluation processes - participatory - of the application of these funds in order to
ensure their real effectiveness in reducing poverty, and consequently in meeting the goals that the
Strategy presents. It is important to ensure that this monitoring is territorialised, since the
municipalities will benefit from these funds following the transfer of competences in the field of
social action to Municipalities and Intermunicipal Entities27.
Portugal needs to set an ambitious national target for poverty reduction and needs to guarantee
the necessary policies and measures for its achievement involving all actors, namely the most
vulnerable citizens.

25

https://www.publico.pt/2021/05/07/politica/noticia/governo-prepara-revisao-rendimento-social-insercao1961572
26
See: 25 years of social insertion income. Improving its effectiveness in the fight against poverty. EAPN
Portugal Opinion of 26 July 2021: https://www.eapn.pt/documento/727/25-anos-de-rendimento-social-deinsercao-melhorar-a-sua-eficacia-na-luta-contra-a-pobreza; see also: Adequate Income. EAPN Europe
position paper September 2010: https://www.eapn.pt/documento/680/rendimento-minimo-adequado
27
Decree-Law no. 55/2020 which Materialises the transfer of competences to municipal bodies and
intermunicipal entities in the field of social action
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5. Recommendations


Setting ambitious national targets that enable the fulfilment of the European targets of the
Action Plan of the European Pillar of Social Rights. The national target to fight poverty must be
an example at European level and be able to ensure a convergence of the other Member States
towards the fulfilment of the European targets.



Ensure that the several principles of the Pillar work as instruments to fight poverty as a
multidimensional problem that requires a multidisciplinary answer. The Action Plan for the
implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights requires a strong commitment that
includes an effective application of upcoming funding, a holistic vision on social problems and
on intervention with families; an ambitious national and European poverty reduction target
and a reinforced investment in social protection systems, in particular in a more adequate,
accessible and empowering minimum income.



Ensure an effective monitoring of funding and that this monitoring is participated by civil
society entities and citizens themselves, based on concrete and transparent indicators.



The National Anti-Poverty and Social Exclusion Strategy must be integrated and act on the
causes of poverty. To consider the fight against poverty as a national goal must be at the heart
of the Strategy. Despite the investments made, we still need a concerted action to fight the
structural causes of poverty and inequalities in the territories. Otherwise, we will never be able
to change the paradigm that brought us here, with millions of people still living without having
their social rights guaranteed.



Promote an effective debate around the policies of social minima - minimum wage and social
benefits - with a view to reformulating them in terms of coverage, accessibility, adequacy
and promotion of participation.



Promote quality public services, free and accessible to all. The university of the SNS (Serviço
Nacional de Saúde - National Health Service) was an advantage in the fight against the
pandemic and it is necessary to keep on guarantying health for all, but this also includes the
fight against poverty.



The digitalisation of services should contribute to promoting articulation between services,
thus reducing bureaucracy, promoting information sharing, reducing the gaps in access to
services that cause delays in solving problems for citizens and, sometimes, the repeated
submission of the same documents in different services. The digitalisation of services must be
accompanied by continuous training for professionals.



The fight against poverty also involves ensuring access to digital services, which currently are a
burden for the most vulnerable citizens. It is important to recognise that not all citizens have
the means to guarantee this equipment and do not have the skills to use it. It is important to
keep on ensuring differentiated proximity answers for citizens who do not have access to
digital services. This also includes benefits and other support programmes which, at this
moment, are only accessible through digital means and as such may exclude citizens who could
benefit from them.



Ensure a Governance strategy that enables the participation of all actors, namely of citizens
living in situations of greater vulnerability, in building a more resilient society and economy. It
21
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is necessary to create structures and tools that encourage the effective participation of people
and organisations and that the results of this participation are reflected in the policies and in
their monitoring.


It is necessary to promote information campaigns on what poverty is and ways to fight it.
Poverty and the groups that are in this situation are more and more subject to stereotypes that
are present in society in general, but also in the services that target the population. It is
necessary to train professionals and future professionals on these issues.
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7. ANNEX
European Pillar of Social Rights Scoreboard
The Social Scoreboard was updated and extended with the Action Plan for the European Pillar of
Social Rights. The Scoreboard includes a set of indicators that provide a reading of the country's
situation regarding the European Pillar and draw a social portrait of the country, also enabling a
comparative analysis between Member States.

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES
Main indicators
Early school leaving % of population 18-24 years
Individuals who have basic or above basic general digital skills % of population 16-74 years
Young people not in employment, education or training (NEET) % of population 15-29
Gender inequality in employment percentage points
Income inequality (S80/S20) ratio

8.9
(2020)
52
(2019)
11
(2020)
5.9
(2020)
5.16
(2019)

Secondary Indicators
Adult learning % of population 25-64
Tertiary education attainment % of population 30-34
Gender inequality in part-time employment percentage points
Gender pay inequality in non-adjusted form % of men's average gross hourly earnings

10
(2020)
39.6
(2020)
5.1
(2020)
10.6
(2019)

FAIR WORKING CONDITIONS
Main indicators
Employment rate % of population 20-64
Unemployment rate % of labour force 15-74
Long-term unemployment rate % of labour force 15-74
Gross disposable household income per capita increase (index=2008)

74.7
(2020)
6.9
(2020)
2.3
(2020)
106.94
(2020)

Secondary Indicators
Activity rate % of population 15-64
Youth unemployment rate % of labour force 15-24
Employment in current job by duration % of employees 20-64 de 0-11 months
Transition rate from temporary to permanent contracts % (3-year average)
Rate of working poor % of population
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74.3
(2020)
22.6
(2020)
12.5
(2020)
33.6
(2019)
10.8
(2019)
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SOCIAL PROTECTION AND INCLUSION
Main indicators
At-risk-of-poverty and social exclusion rate (AROPE) % of population
At-risk-of-poverty rate (AROP) % of population
Severe material and social deprivation rate (SMSD) % of population
People living in households with very low labour intensity % of population <65
At-risk-of-poverty and social exclusion rate of children % of population 0-17
At-risk-of-poverty rate (AROP) of children % of population 0-17
Severe material and social deprivation rate (SMSD) of children % of population 0-17
Children living in households with very low labour intensity % of population 0-17
Impact of social transfers (except pensions) on poverty reduction % AROP reduction
Disability employment gap ratio
Housing cost overburden % of population % of population
Children under 3 years in formal day care % of children under 3 years
Unmet needs for self-reported medical care % of population 16+

21.1
(2019)
17.2
(2019)
5.6
(2019)
6.2
(2019)
21.9
(2019)
18.5
(2019)
5.8
(2019)
5.2
(2019)
24.23
(2019)
19.2
(2019)
5.7
(2019)
52.9
(2019)
1.7
(2019)

Secondary Indicators
Severe housing deprivation % of homeowners with mortgages or loans
Severe housing deprivation % of renters at market price
General government expenditure by function: social protection % of GDP
General government expenditure by function: health care % of GDP
General government expenditure by function: education % of GDP
Aggregate pension replacement ratio ratio
Direct health expenditure % of total health expenditure
Healthy life years at age 65: women years
Healthy life years at age 65: men years

Source: Eurostat_Social Scoreboard
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2.7
(2019)
7.7
(2019)
16.9
(2019)
6.6
(2019)
4.4
(2019)
0.68
(2019)
29.52
(2018)
6.9
(2019)
7.9
(2019)
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