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Pakistan is one of the country’s most vulnerable to natural and human-induced disasters worldwide. 

In the past fifteen years it has experienced large-scale earthquakes, floods, droughts and complex 

emergencies. Its humanitarian preparedness and response capacity has developed tremendously in 

that time. Pakistan already has significant experience of major humanitarian cash transfer 

programmes and is actively building on this foundation. 

The World Humanitarian Summit’s Grand Bargain (United Nations, 2016) stressed the need to “work 

together efficiently, transparently and harmoniously with new and existing partners” to move to a 

more “demand-driven model more responsive to the people we are assisting”. The Grand Bargain’s 

purpose is to “get more means in to the hands of people in need”. The Government of Pakistan, 

alongside many of the humanitarian and development partners and practitioners providing assistance 

to disaster-affected people in the country, fully support this purpose. 

The Grand Bargain’s third commitment is to increase the use and coordination of cash-based 

programming. The document notes that, while not a panacea suitable in all responses, cash assistance 

does help deliver “greater choice and empowerment to affected people”. Cash programming should 

use, link or align with local and national mechanisms such as social protection systems. Aid 

organization and donors committed to action in six areas: 

1. Increase the routine use of cash alongside other aid instruments. 

2. Invest in new delivery models to increase scale. 

3. Build an evidence base to assess the costs, benefits, impacts and risks of cash. 

4. Collaborate in cash programming to better understand risks and benefits. 

5. Ensure coordination, delivery, monitoring and evaluation systems are in place. 

6. Increase the use of cash programming beyond the current low levels. 

This Country Cash Profile demonstrates how Pakistan has forged ahead in the use of cash transfers to 

address disaster impacts in recent years, learning from experience, and how it proposes to achieve 

the commitments outlined above. The Profile will provide a snapshot of some of the most significant 

cash-based programming in Pakistan today, whether provided by government or the humanitarian 

and development community. It will summarize some recent initiatives on coordination and 

innovation for humanitarian cash transfer programming and touch on government and private sector 

delivery mechanisms. Finally, it will describe the Government of Pakistan’s initiative to create a 

national mechanism for humanitarian cash transfers that, piggy backing on existing, large-scale 

systems for social protection, bio-metric identity verification, grievance redress and payments, will be 

truly shock-responsive. 

Government-led humanitarian cash transfer and social protection programs in Pakistan: 

Pakistan’s experience of implementing humanitarian cash transfer programs date back to the 2005 

earthquake, mainly affecting Khyber Pakthunkhwa Province (KP) and Azad Jammu Kashmir (AJK). Cash 

was later used as a relief instrument during the displacement crises in Malakand and Swat between 

2008 and 2010, when approximately 3 million people received cash assistance. The mega-flood of 

2010 led to the establishment of the Citizen’s Damage Compensation Program (CDCP) which provided 

cash for relief and shelter/housing reconstruction to well over one and a half million households 

through the Watan Card. This program was extended to address later floods in 2011 and 2012 and 

was highlighted as a model of good practice internationally at the time. A number of provinces 

developed and implemented a range of shock-responsive social safety nets following the 2010 

devolution of powers in the 18th Amendment, including the Punjabi Imdadi Package. NGOs and UN 

agencies have also been active in the design and delivery of cash transfer programs in response to a 

https://www.nadra.gov.pk/local-projects/social-protection/punjab-kissan-and-imdadi-package-kpip/
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range of disasters although typically at relatively small scale. The humanitarian community has been 

active in learning and innovation, some of which is described below. More recently, the Government 

has instituted a large-scale cash transfer program, in partnership with the World Bank, to support the 

return and resettlement of internally displaced persons (IDPs) in the Federally Administered Tribal 

Areas (FATA), providing transportation, livelihood and shelter assistance through a mix of multi-

purpose and conditional transfers to registered and unregistered displaced households. The UNOCHA 

led impact assessment of these cash transfers has shown a generally very high level of satisfaction 

from beneficiaries (See below). 

The GoP routinely awards cash compensation for disaster induced loss and damage in all areas of the 

country. Compensation is typically sub-divided in to loss of life and injury as one category, with loss 

and damage to assets including shelter, land, crops or other livelihood assets in another. All Provincial 

and State governments utilize their local administrations to assess loss and damage. They also identify 

compensation recipients, verify their claims through documentary evidence and make payments by 

cheque. The level of compensation depends on the financial capacity of individual provinces and 

states. Consequently, the awards made may differ dramatically across the country. In 2017 there has 

been an effort to establish a consistent baseline through the publication of the National Disaster 

Management Authority’s (NDMA) Guidelines on Minimum Ex-Gratia Assistance to the Persons 

Affected by natural and man-Made Disasters. 

A large number of learning points were identified through evaluations of these successive initiatives, 

many of which have been acted upon for a progressive improvement in performance. CDCP, in 

particular, showed the viability of utilizing existing national institutions and public-private 

partnerships to deliver cash transfers at scale for both relief and recovery (Watson, Lone, Qazi, Smith, 

& Rashid, 2016). This experience has been built on in the FATA TDP-ERP. Guidelines drafted in 2012 

describing a national system for humanitarian cash transfers were not adopted. Recent efforts to 

assemble an institutional partnership that will design and deliver a national humanitarian cash transfer 

program shows more promise. 

Government-led social protection programs in Pakistan 

While social protection was established as a constitutional right in 1973 Pakistan delivery has been 

inconsistent and overall expenditure has been rather low as a proportion of GDP. The 2017/18 Federal 

Budget, for example, only allocated 0.06% of total expenditure to social protection1. Pakistan has a 

patchwork of Federal and Provincial social protection programs that cover a range of different target 

groups and geographical areas, including the Pakistan Bait-ul-Mal Program. These programs 

incorporate a wide variety of social protection modalities including cash transfers, work programs 

through labor market interventions, subsidies and health insurance schemes, among others. There are 

both gaps and duplications in the targeting of eligible groups. Social protection policy has been 

similarly fragmentary and there is no one institution with responsibility for design, delivery and quality 

control for social protection at the Federal level.  

Some Provinces have taken the initiative, following devolution of powers in 2010, to establish their 

own institutions, for example the Punjab Social Protection Authority (PSPA), with attendant legal 

frameworks, in this case the Punjab Social Protection Authority Act 2015. The PSPA delivers a wide 

range of social assistance, such as the Khidmat Card, an unconditional cash grant for vulnerable 

groups, in particular those with disabilities from the poorest families. Other provinces and states in 

                                                           
1 Kemal and Ahmed; An Analysis of Federal Budget 2017 – 2018; Federal SDG Support Unit, Ministry of 
Planning and Development, Islamabad; May 31, 2017. 

http://projects.worldbank.org/P154278?lang=en
http://ndma.gov.pk/Publications/NDMA%20Guidelines%20for%20Minimum%20Ex-gratia%20Assistance%20to%20the%20Persons%20Affected%20by%20National%20&%20Man%20Made%20Disasters.pdf
http://ndma.gov.pk/Publications/NDMA%20Guidelines%20for%20Minimum%20Ex-gratia%20Assistance%20to%20the%20Persons%20Affected%20by%20National%20&%20Man%20Made%20Disasters.pdf
http://pbm.gov.pk/
http://pspa.punjab.gov.pk/
http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/2605.html
http://pspa.punjab.gov.pk/khidmat_card
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Pakistan are similarly or less active with poorer regions, such as Balochistan and Gilgit-Baltistan, 

lagging behind Punjab due to lack of technical and human resource capacity and insufficient financing. 

In 2017 the Planning Commission attempted to fill the policy gap with the publication of a draft Social 

Protection Policy Framework which emphasizes the need to include victims of natural disasters, 

internal conflicts and internally displaced persons as one of the vulnerable groups who should benefit 

from social protection. This is an important development, identifying the significant risk that disaster 

events place upon the poorest and ensuring their inclusion in safety net programs. However, without 

a strong institution to manage implementation it is too early to tell whether this framework will 

achieve its important objectives.  

Pakistan benefits from two strong institutions with great potential to develop and implement a shock 

responsive safety net. The Benazir Income Support Program (BISP) was established in 2008 to help 

alleviate chronic poverty and cushion the poorest from the impact of income shocks. It utilizes the 

National Socio-Economic Registry (NSER), the result of a nationwide, household poverty scorecard 

survey, first conducted in 2010/11, covered over 27 million households and almost 87% of the 

population at the time. The NSER comprises a wide range of asset, income, family characteristics and 

geo-location information. It is now being updated to include a greater proportion of the population, 

to be more dynamic and to correct errors that have arisen as a result of design, implementation and 

the passage of time. A Proxy Means Test (PMT) score is applied to the NSER to identify beneficiaries 

who fall below the assigned value. This is currently set at 16.17 / 100 and is limited by the availability 

of budget. It is estimated that 90% of Pakistan’s population have a PMT score of less than 50. BISP’s 

Unconditional Cash Transfer (UCT) is directed towards women as evidence suggests targeting women 

delivers the best development impact. In 2015 / 16 96.65 billion Pakistani Rupees (approximately 

$926.4 million) were disbursed to approximately 5.4 million beneficiary households nationwide. BISP 

implement several other programs, notably a conditional education grant program. It has also 

implemented emergency relief packages, although this program has now been discontinued.  BISP has 

utilized a wide range of payment mechanisms from utilization of the Post Office system to ATM cards 

and mobile transfers. It is in the process of moving to bio-metric identity verification, in tandem with 

production of a Computerized National Identity Card (CNIC) and a SIM card to enable direct 

communication between BISP and the beneficiary. BISP’s programs have been independently 

evaluated and found to have a positive impact and clear areas for further development. 

Humanitarian cash transfer and social protection programs in Pakistan, such as the BISP UCT, CDCP 

and FATA TDP-ERP, have been designed and implemented or supported with great success by the 

National Database and Registration Authority (NADRA). The organization has considerable expertise 

and experience in bio-metric identity verification which underpins transparent cash transfer systems. 

There is a good working relationship with BISP established and significant surge capacity to respond 

effectively in disaster situations.  NADRA experience includes cash transfer programs for both 

unconditional and conditional purposes, grievance redress systems and partnership with financial 

service providers to facilitate payments.  

Policy Environment: 

The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has encouraged branchless and mobile banking over the last ten 

years. The SBP has developed an enabling regulatory framework for branchless banking, most recently 

updated in 2016, to encourage growth in this area to fulfil its goals of financial inclusion without risking 

the safety and soundness of the banking system. The Technological improvements and increased 

utilization of mobile phones has led to a big increase in branchless banking and mobile cash transfers. 

http://bisp.gov.pk/
http://bisp.gov.pk/nser/
http://bisp.gov.pk/nser/#NSER-Updation-bdba-99ef
http://bisp.gov.pk/cash-grant/#background946d-4435
http://bisp.gov.pk/waseela-e-taleem/
http://bisp.gov.pk/cash-grant/#Mechanism946d-4435
http://bisp.gov.pk/launch-of-final-impact-evaluation-report-17-january-2017/
https://www.nadra.gov.pk/local-projects/
https://www.nadra.gov.pk/
https://www.nadra.gov.pk/solutions/secure-document-solutions/multi-biometric-identity-management/
http://www.sbp.org.pk/bprd/2016/C9-Annx-A.pdf
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SBP publishes regular statistical reports on the growth of branchless banking. The evolution of 

branchless banking has been accompanied by appropriate updating of policies on “know your 

customer (KYC)” and account / transfer size limits. Mobile wallet accounts are increasingly popular, 

with over 12 million transactions being made in the first quarter of 2017. 

UN and L/INGO cash transfer programs 

United Nations Agencies and both national and international NGOs have been active in the delivery of 

humanitarian cash transfers for many years. Their cash assistance has been provided through both 

conditional and unconditional transfers of cash or vouchers, including cash-for-work programs among 

other methods. Humanitarian cash transfers have been implemented throughout the country and in 

response to a wide range of disaster hazards including droughts, floods and displacement crises. In 

the past two years agencies have been particularly active in FATA and KP, supporting TDPs and those 

returning to FATA2. The maps on page 5 and 6 show recent cash based programming in KP/FATA. 

Relatively robust market systems in Pakistan have proven resilient during and immediately after 

disasters. This has ensured that cash transfer programmes are effective and appropriate. Many 

institutions, for example Pakistan’s Food Security Cluster have undertaken pre-crisis market 

assessments that are invaluable resources for appraising the feasibility of cash transfers and helping 

in their specific design. 

Pakistan’s humanitarian community has developed a robust Multi Sectoral Cash Working Group 

(CWG), currently co-lead by World Food Program (WFP) and  Food and Agriculture Organization 

(FAO) and co-chaired by an international NGO, ACTED while the secretariat support is provided by 

UNOCHA. Up until 2015 the CWG was a sub-group of the Food Security Cluster (FSC), but it became a 

standalone structure after that to facilitate scale-up of cash assistance. 

                                                           
2 OCHA’s 4W’s database identifies the following agencies as funders or implementers of cash transfer 
programmes: UNDP, WFP, PHPF, UNHCR, DFID, ECHO, FRD, SRSP, EHSAR Foundation, IRC, HRDSF, TKP, Hujra, 
ACF International, ACTED, PRSP, IORD, FOCUS, ADS and CERD. 

http://www.sbp.org.pk/publications/acd/branchless.htm
http://www.sbp.org.pk/bpd/2003/c10.htm
http://www.sbp.org.pk/bpd/2003/c10.htm
http://fscluster.org/pakistan
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/pakistan/cash-working-group
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Assessment and analysis – CWG participating in the Household Economic Analysis survey and Pre-

Crisis Market Analysis in 3 drought-affected districts of Sindh. 
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• Harmonization – agreeing wage rates in cash for work projects in KP and FATA. 

• Capacity development – CWG sponsored or facilitated numerous capacity development 

events including Cash Learning Partnership (CALP) Level One and Two trainings. The CWG has 

also created a roster of qualified trainers to draw from.  

The CWG has set an ambitious agenda for 2017 and beyond. Its members will complete a nationwide 

stakeholder mapping, inclusive of Government, civil society and private sector (financial service 

providers) operations for cash transfers. It is also promoting the increased use of cash in the 2017 

Emergency Response Preparedness Plan, among several other initiatives to scale up the use of multi-

purpose cash transfers.  

UNOCHA has facilitated a multi-cluster impact assessment of cash assistance in FATA. The study has 

found that more than 70% of TDPs and over 40% of returnees had a favorable view of cash assistance, 

although noting the continuing need for a range of in-kind support as well. The study identified useful 

recommendations for future humanitarian cash transfer programs, including the improvement of 

communication with beneficiaries, strengthening of coordination systems, linkage to existing social 

protection programmes and development of more women-friendly cash collection points, among 

others. 

The humanitarian system is taking a lead in research and development for humanitarian cash 

transfers. The Natural Disaster Consortium is implementing a range of cash transfer projects to help 

reduce disaster risk and build resilience. The Start Network has initiated applied research into risk 

financing and cash transfers for early intervention in drought affected areas. The International Rescue 

Committee has conducted very helpful applied research into the pre-deployment of BISP beneficiary 

data in vulnerable areas to accelerate disbursement of cash in the event of a disaster. All these 

initiatives have potential for application at the national level. 

Private Sector 

The Pakistani economy has always relied on cash transfers to repatriate remittances from overseas 

workers. The State Bank of Pakistan estimates remittances to constitute approximately 6% of GDP, 

equivalent to around $15 – 18 billion annually. In recent years the Government has worked hard to 

encourage the use of formal transfer systems for remittances rather than relying on hawala systems. 

Partly as a result of increasing remittances, economic growth, new technologies and the advent of 

improving financial inclusion and low cost accounts and transfers, the market for cash transfers in 

Pakistan has exploded in recent years. Banks and telecoms companies have rapidly developed a range 

of systems to facilitate cost effective, secure, affordable and technologically advanced systems. This 

is supported by the strength of NADRA’s identity verification capacity.  

A relatively small number of big players have emerged in the private sector including, but not limited 

to, Telenor, the Telenor Bank and their branchless banking subsidiary EasyPaisa, Mobilink and its 

branchless banking subsidiary JazzCash, and United Bank Omni. Telenor’s cash transfer business 

provides a good illustration of the scale of this market in Pakistan. In 2014 Telenor transferred money 

worth over 2% of Pakistan’s total GDP. They have a network of more than 70,000 branchless banking 

agents nationwide. 25,000 of those agents have bio-metric identity verification equipment linked to 

the NADRA database. The number is growing all the time. Telenor Bank and other Financial Service 

Providers are rapidly developing a suite of savings, insurance, payment and financing services that are 

enabling financial inclusion for the poor. All these institutions, and others, have played a significant 

role in disbursements for humanitarian cash transfers and social protection payments and are keen to 

further develop and scale up these services.  

http://www.iom.int/multi-year-humanitarian-programme-natural-disaster-preparedness-response-and-recovery-pakistan-0
https://startnetwork.org/news-and-blogs/start-network-and-pakistan-government-collaborate-new-way-finance-drought-response
https://www.rescue.org/
https://www.rescue.org/
https://www.telenor.com.pk/
http://www.telenorbank.pk/index.html
https://www.easypaisa.com.pk/
http://www.jazzcash.com.pk/
http://www.ubldirect.com/Corporate/BankingServices/Omni/home.aspx
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International support  

The main development partners and International Financial Institutions working in Pakistan support a 

scaling up of cash transfers to deliver humanitarian and other development outcomes. UK Aid and 

USAID have both contributed to the BISP program, recognizing it as a cost effective means to alleviate 

chronic poverty. The World Bank has invested significantly in the extension of BISP capacity and the 

development of social protection systems at the Provincial levels. It has also supported the design and 

financing of the FATA TDP-ERP program. There remains strong international support for further 

development in this area. 

Conclusions 

The Government of Pakistan and the humanitarian and development partners in the country are 

moving towards achievement of the Grand Bargain commitment to scale up the use of humanitarian 

cash transfers. The indications of progress are clear and momentum is growing, as illustrated below. 

1. Increase the routine use of cash alongside other aid instruments:  

a. Multi-purpose cash will be a more prominent element of the 2017 Emergency 

Response Preparedness Plan. 

b. Cash grants are increasingly used to achieve different social and economic outcomes 

in the context of the FATA complex emergency. 

2. Invest in new delivery models to increase scale. 

a. NADRA, BISP and the private sector are introducing new technologies e.g. bio-metric 

identity verification and cardless transfers. 

b. GoP is developing a partnership for humanitarian cash transfers at large scale. 

3. Build an evidence base to assess the costs, benefits, impacts and risks of cash. 

a. CWG is documenting and analyzing the results of cash transfer programs.  

b. Further impact assessments and enhanced MIS are in the planning stages across 

multiple institutions. 

4. Ensure coordination, delivery, monitoring and evaluation systems are in place. 

a. CWG is increasingly active and effective.  

b. Participation from across the humanitarian clusters is growing, along with the 

engagement of the private sector. The Government of Pakistan participation and 

leadership is expected to grow in 2017 and beyond. 

 


