
KEY MESSAGES

 X The decline in working hours during quarter 
2 is equivalent to the loss of 85,550 full-time 
jobs. The Covid-19 crisis hit North Macedonia 
after a year of exceptional job growth, with 
almost 40,000 jobs added to the economy 
(bringing total employment to almost 800,000). 
According to the ILO “nowcasting” model, which 
tracks declines in working hours resulting from 
both lay-offs and other temporary reductions 
in working time, working hours in the Western 
Balkans declined by an estimated 11.6 per cent 
during quarter 2. While the ILO has not yet 
released country-level estimates, application 
of this ratio would imply that North Macedonia 
stands to lose approximately 85,550 full-time 
equivalent jobs (assuming a 40-hour working 
week) during this quarter1.

 X Certain jobs are curtailed only temporarily, 
while others will be lost permanently. According 
to the enterprise survey conducted by the 
employers’ organizations, in collaboration 
with the ILO and the EBRD, the pandemic has 
severely affected 82 per cent of enterprises. 
The majority (43 per cent) reported a reduction 
in revenues by 50 per cent or more and 11 per 
cent closed down their company temporarily. 
Micro companies are hardest hit by the crisis, 
with 50 per cent reporting that their revenues 
have halved and 19 per cent that they have 
closed their businesses. Around 50 per cent of 
the respondents indicated that their company 
could not survive until the third quarter without 
significant changes in the situation. Less than 
half (47 per cent) of the surveyed companies 
have access to financial support to help their 
business recover. Large companies have shown 
more resilience: even though 48 per cent of 
them reported a decline in revenues by over 
50 per cent, 78 per cent indicated that they 
would be able to access own-funding or external 
financial support during the coming months.

1 As noted in the nowcasting methodological notes for the ILO Monitor: 
Covid-19 and the World of Work, this estimated loss in working hours 
should translate into a significantly less severe employment reduction, as 
firms and individuals adjust by simultaneously reducing working hours, 
cutting jobs and withdrawing from work.
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 X The repercussions and lingering effects of the 
Covid-19 crisis on jobs and enterprises in specific 
sectors also depend on their relative vulnerability 
to shocks. The Rapid Assessment maps aggregate 
labour vulnerabilities in 39 sectors of the economy, 
representing around 92 per cent of the workforce. 
When gender- and age-related vulnerabilities are 
taken into consideration, 49 per cent and 59 per cent 
of total employment falls within medium-high and 
high-vulnerability sectors, respectively. Nearly 62 per 
cent of all employers and non-employer enterprises 
in North Macedonia are in hard-hit sectors. Many of 
these sectors include varying degrees of informality 
and the policy space for responding to the needs of 
such enterprises is currently limited, or non-existent.

 X N i n e s e c to r s  t ha t  have  b e e n s t ro ng ly 
impacted by the crisis also display elevated 
labour vulnerabilities: 40,000 jobs are at 
immediate risk. The sectoral analysis shows 
that food and beverages ser vices, retail , 

transport, warehousing, personal services, 
food manufacturing, construction and related 
specialised activities, and services to buildings 
combine high labour vulnerabilities and a high 
impact of the Covid-19 crisis. There are over 
26,000 own-account workers and over 50,000 
micro-enterprises in these nine sectors. Over 
33,000 workers have a fixed-term contract and 
another 33,000 are informal workers (around 26 
per cent of total informal employment in the 
country). Without adequate measures to support 
these workers and enterprises, the employment 
rate in North Macedonia could fall immediately 
by around 5 percentage points. 

 X The main employment retention measures 
put in place by the Government were timely, 
but the intensity of the support may be too 
low to achieve the desired impacts. Although 
the employment retention measures appear 
generous in the most densely populated 
segments of the wage distribution, they fall 
significantly in intensity over the four months 
of the programme. The share of subsidies in the 
total formal wage bill – a useful measure of cross-
country comparison – is only between 4 and 6 per 
cent. Furthermore, the binary eligibility criterion 
of a 30 per cent revenue loss during April is not 
responsive to the fact that, as highlighted in the 
enterprise survey, the intensity of impact may 
vary significantly over time and among different 
firms and sectors. The design of the measure 
with regard to the firms and workers supported 
is progressive (stronger for low-wage workers 
and for labour intensive industries that, overall, 
are affected more heavily) and carries negligible 
deadweight. However, its complexity may lead to 
the exclusion of or low uptake among firms with 
low administrative capacities, such as the badly 
affected micro and small enterprises.
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 X Unemployment benefit is not functioning as an 
automatic stabilizer and the rules governing 
eligibility may need to be relaxed temporarily. 
Unemployment benefit is the only systemic 
compensation instrument for those who have 
lost income from work but remain ineligible 
for the guaranteed minimum income (GMI). The 
dualization of the labour market, however, has 
diminished its protective role. Most workers 
losing their jobs during this crisis belong to the 
second-tier (atypical employment contracts and/
or third-tier (informal) segments of the labour 
market, with little or no access to unemployment 
benefits. Almost 40 per cent of the over 180,000 
atypical workers in North Macedonia are in 
informal employment.

 X Decision-makers have to be careful not to 
exacerbate a dynamic of “winners and losers” 
emerging from the current crisis. In the survey, a 
common plea among enterprises was that criteria 
for the allocation of government resources 
across programmes and to final beneficiaries 
should be fair and transparent. Furthermore, 
some population groups are highly vulnerable, 
but less visible. Their ability to earn will have 
been reduced and they will have diminished 
options to find a good job in the post-lockdown 
pre-vaccine phase. Among such groups are: 
formerly non-poor informal workers without 
basic security who have lost any possibility to 
earn, but do not meet asset or other criteria for 
the GMI; GMI beneficiaries who used to augment 
their income through occasional work; long-
term unemployed; seasonal workers, casual, 
and temporary workers; internal and especially 
external migrants. Additionally, consideration 

is given to the specific impacts of the crisis on 
women and young people. 

 X Eleven policy recommendations emerged from 
the analysis to be further evaluated and adjusted 
through social dialogue. Based on the data and 
analysis presented in this Rapid Assessment, the 
ILO/EBRD Task Force has elaborated 11 policy 
options that North Macedonian policy-makers 
may consider implementing immediately during 
the reactivation phase and, should it happen, 
during a potential resurgence of Covid-19. It 
would be appropriate for tripartite partners 
to review and discuss the legal, economic, and 
financial aspects of these policy proposals. 
Some trade-offs will have to be considered, while 
building on common ground for the protection of 
workers and enterprises.
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 X POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

 XOptions for expanding worker and family protection measures:

1. Introduction of temporary unemployment assistance, paid monthly at a flat 
rate for a maximum of six months.

2. Introduction of an intermediate category of eligible firms for the job retention 
measures (between 10 and 30 per cent turnover loss) to smoothen the sudden 
leap from complete ineligibility to complete eligibility and significantly 
broaden the share of protected employees in total employment.

3. Extension of the job retention programme’s eligibility period to include the 
second half of March and until the end of June.

4. Further extension of the GMI eligibility rules by temporarily removing the 
remaining means-testing conditions except for rental property, while retaining 
the income test.

5. Introduction of a lump-sum utility cost / energy subsidy for those who can 
prove that their household income has been reduced by more than 50 per cent 
due to the crisis.

 XOptions for active employment measures:

6. Promotion of in-work intergenerational solidarity, through job sharing schemes, job 
rotation, extensive trainee schemes and apprenticeship programmes, building on 
the existing Youth Guarantee but vastly expanding it.

7. Investment in the digital economy, as part of an intergenerational solidarity 
strategy, a proactive industrial strategy and a strategy for improved service 
provision to citizens and enterprises. 

 XOptions to support enterprises:

8. Strengthen and diversify the package of measures according to specific needs 
and based on dialogue with relevant stakeholders. For instance, facilitate micro-
enterprises’ access to (subsidised) liquidity loans: they have been hardest hit 
(measured by the decline in their revenues), but are also least likely to have their 
own funds to overcome the period of reduced activity. Specific measures may be 
introduced, where considered appropriate, for large exporters. In the enterprise 
survey, companies asked for VAT deferrals for six months, particularly for companies 
not able to access other government support programmes.

9. Accelerate the return to normalcy in terms of the services and administrative 
functions that institutions need to provide to support business. This may require 
investments in digital solutions to facilitate efficiency and quick turnaround time 
that would not impose additional burdens on enterprises. 

 XOptions for better legal protection of some categories of vulnerable workers: 

10. Extension of certain forms of protection to workers with fixed-term and part-
time contracts, as well as other particularly vulnerable workers.

11. Prevention of the misuse of termination of employment by agreement.


