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1. An emerging global health and economic challenge 
 

The current world crisis has almost every country in the world in some sort of disarray. The landscape 
brought on by COVID-19 is one of the greatest in impact and scale the world has seen in the past century 
with 210 Countries and Territories have confirmed cases of COVID-19, as of April 15th. Along with an 
unprecedented human toll, COVID-19 has triggered a deep economic crisis. In this regard, several 
renowned economists are indicating that the global economic impact could be broader than any that we 
have seen since the Great Depression. Already Bloomberg predicts that the global economy might suffer a 
$2.7 trillion loss, equivalent to the entire GDP of the U.K. 
 
To date, the COVID-19 outbreak has inflicted multidimensional shocks that have simultaneously disrupted 
both the supply and demand side of the global economy. With the prolongation of the outbreak, there 
could also be a long-term impact in the demand-side especially in specific sectors and locations that are 
affected by COVID-19 such as manufacturing durables, export and tourism. Furthermore, these economic 
shocks could lead to deterioration in access to finance and credit conditions leading to a financial shock 
across the economy.  
 
The small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are especially susceptible to these economic shocks 
without proper mitigation measures and difficult to target directly by the central government. For millions 
of small businesses struggling with slowing domestic demand, the collapse of economic activities due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic has raised existential questions. SMEs in the developing world are now feeling the 
effects of the outbreak, with some having shuttered their doors, halted production,  even laid off most of 
their employees in response to the virus and making other changes in anticipation for an uncertain future 
post-COVID-19. 
 
Small businesses now want their respective Government to be proactive in implementing relief measures 
and there is a growing chorus for the Government to come up with an assistance package to help ride the 
crisis.  In response to the escalating health emergency and rapidly deteriorating economic outlook, 
national authorities and multilateral entities worldwide are considering unprecedented policy measures. 
Central banks across developed and developing countries have moved aggressively to help stave off the 
crisis, slashing interest rates, injecting liquidity and providing emergency funding for firms and households.  

 
 

2. What actions should the international community take under the 
circumstances?  

 
Although the scale of adverse impacts on economic growth differs among countries and regions, collective 
action is required to support SMEs and low-income people in heavily affected sectors such as tourism and 
manufacturing. Aware that cash transfers or subsidies to SMEs can play an important role in limiting the 
socio-economic effects in the short run, while preserving the capacity to recover promptly, several regional 
and international organizations have already made pledges and offered lines of finance to different 
countries to support the economic sector. While loans and stimulus measures can help greatly, it can take 
weeks — even months — to receive that type of assistance. 
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Against this promising background, it is important to highlight the fact that the initial phase of a COVID-19 
response operation tends to be critical. That is when the distribution of immediate capital relief to SMEs 
can support livelihoods and sustain economic activity, and typically, it is the period when there is a 
“resource gap” between donor pledges and receipt of funds. Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic also 
reminds us that international community cannot always wait—even for a few weeks—and that while the 
grant-making process is often long and thorough for a reason, this time we have to expedite the process 
to do what grants do best: help connect resources to the SMEs engaged in the healthcare response to 
COVID-19 that need them most.  
 
As the swift deployment of funding is be critical, UNCDF is getting involved during this immediate phase 
by accelerating emergency funding from donors and other partners into the bank accounts of social 
enterprises. The main objective is to produce a rapid lifeline for local businesses. For this reason, UNCDF 
developed this guidance note for an electronic grant-making mechanism to serve as a locally-funded, 
locally-created economic stimulus, a bridge to the larger pledges that SMEs and their employees need 
and are working toward. 
 
By deploying performance-based grants to social enterprises directly engaged in the response to COVID-
19 and/or in scenarios where they have funding but encounter an unexpected short-term cash crunch, 
UNCDF would prioritize organizations that have a one-time emergency cash need of up to $800,000. These 
funds can be directed toward SME stabilization, which are critically needed to shore up local value chains, 
local economic activity, and local jobs. Potential areas of support could include health care supplies, food 
chain safety, or communication services that allow emergency workers to share information. It is worth 
mentioning that the detailed targeting of sectors and needs can be tailored to the specific country needs 
and contexts. Preference will be given to COVID-related activities that are ready for implementation and 
can show tangible results in the short-term period. The applicants must demonstrate the financial viability 
of the business, readiness to deploy and scale-up, and demonstrate its social and environmental 
responsibility in their operations.  
 
In these challenging times, as countries around the world grapple with the impacts of COVID-19, UNCDF 
has now streamlined its grant-making process valuing efficiency and speed, and can fully process 
applications and disburse funds within a short period. Also, the organization has developed a fully online 
process to provide an immediate cash injection to SMEs within 14 days, which can be virtually deployed at 
a national level.  

 
 

3. Deploying the e-grant architecture for COVID-19 
 

One of the biggest challenges of the COVID-19 crisis is that social distancing means that in-person 
collaboration is all but taken off the table and now necessitates an increase in remote work and an e-
implementation of activities. For these reasons, being able to work remotely and virtually are vital for grant 
deployment. As an immediate response initiative, the COVID-19 e-grant architecture is now designed to 
have a rapid turnaround time from application to delivery within a 14-day timeframe to inject much-
needed capital to SMEs and ensure their sustainability and protection of jobs and livelihoods in the 
targeted countries and sectors. In summary, this e-grant-making process is one of the quickest funding 
decision turnaround times while maintaining a rigorous technical review and validation process. In normal 
times, most applications take several weeks from the submission of the application to final approval and 
most grant-making terms will be set for 1-2 additional weeks. 
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As illustrated below, some 
of the key features of 
UNCDF grants to private 
sector entities are: 1) a 
performance-based grants 
management approach to 
improve performance and 
strengthen accountability 
by connecting 
disbursements to 
performance information, 
2) the possibility to deploy 
the entire grant-making 
process electronically, 3) 
there is potentially no 
maximum ceiling for 
projects' requested amount 
of UNCDF contribution, 
however, the experience in UNCDF programmes shows that usually projects request between 150,000 and 
800,000 USD, 4) a rapid 14-day turnover within the context of the COVID1-9 response. 

 
3.1. Deployment phases 
 

The below infographic highlights UNCDF’s grant management process and the important players involved 
in taking an SME-originated idea from an online proposal to quick deployment. 
 

 
Figure 2: SME grant management process 
 
• Pre-Award Phase (creation and public announcement of the funding opportunity and management 
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application processes, automate workflows, and replace in-person review and selection processes. In 
coordination with its partners, UNCDF will set up a dedicated digital grant application and 
management process to fully manage the application, review, and monitoring of the fund online. 
Furthermore, through the application review and selection by the Investment Committee, UNCDF can 
tackle applications and make decisions online based on customized scoring systems while 
communicating through in-platform messaging.  
 
One of the most important steps in the process involves technical peer review by several experts. 
Each application will be analyzed comprehensively on its merits at least by three members of the 
technical review team. These primary reviewers are chosen based on their expertise in the 
application’s subject matter. In some cases, the e-review phase will bring independent and donor 
representatives to ensure applications are seen by leading experts on a given subject. Following this 
process, for which two working days are allotted, the Investment Committee meet virtually to 
validate the individual grant reviews and their recommendation for funding. The entire Investment 
Committee engages in collective discussion regarding the application to make a final funding 
recommendation.  

 
• Award Phase (notification of selected applicants, the grant agreement becomes legally binding, and 

the first disbursement is made) 
 

Over the next 4 days, the following steps involve: 1) UNCDF’s senior management gives final approval 
for the Investment Committee’s recommendations, and applicants are notified of the process 
outcome, 2) selected applicants to receive an electronic version of the grant agreement for review 
and signature, 3) upon receipt, UNCDF’s then signs the grant agreement records it into the PeopleSoft 
ERP to trigger the first disbursement to the applicants on the 14th day of the process. 

 
• Post Award Phase which is often the longest phase in the grant-making cycle. It’s time to 

implement the grant, smooth out the reporting details, and engage in closeout processes. 
 
3.2. Governance 
 

The governance of the grant-making process comprises two levels and a Secretariat: 
 
• Investment Committee (IC) 

- With a minimum five-member committee, the IC will evaluate the resource allocation and 
investment recommendations, review the technical quality and strategic issues associated with 
the enterprises’ proposals, make a recommendation to UNCDF’s senior management on all grant 
deployments.  

- The IC will be composed of representatives from UNCDF and the donor agency. Optionally, it could 
also invite a stakeholder partner (e.g. government representative) to participate depending on the 
project context.  

- All meetings will be organized virtually with members providing comments via email or 
videoconferencing to ensure rapid decision-making and delivery 

 
• Technical review committee 

- The role of the technical review committee is to provide rigorous but swift due-diligence and 
review of the grant applications. The committee must reflect the strategic guidelines provided by 
the IC in its selection process using rigorous and evidence-based metrics ensuring transparent, 
efficient and accountable decision-making.  

- The committee will be composed of two representatives each from UNCDF and the donor agency.  
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- The committee will individually evaluate and rank the grant applications, which average will serve 
to determine the final grantees.  

- The committee will endorse the final list of grantees virtually and submit to the IC for validation.  
 

• Secretariat  
- The role of the secretariat is to provide technical and management support for the rapid, but 

effective grant deployment and the governance structure. The secretariat will support the setup 
and management of the call for proposals, investment plans, rapid fund delivery, and follow-on 
monitoring and reporting of the fund activities.  

- UNCDF will assume the role of the fund secretariat. 
 

3.3. Digital platform 
 
The entire grant process is managed through a digital platform articulated around four modules: 
 
- SurveyMonkey Apply is an 

online application 
management solution that 
helps organizations such 
as UNCDF select applicants 
for grants, blended finance 
solutions, and other 
programmes. 

- DocuSign, the global 
leader in the electronic 
signature area, allows the 
electronic signature of 
grant agreements. 

- Peoplesoft / UNCDF 
grants. To improve the 
control over disbursed 
funds through the grant instrument, UNCDF developed a proprietary module in PeopleSoft to 
manage and monitor grant disbursement and performance.  

- PowerBI, business analytics service by Microsoft, which provides interactive visualizations and 
business intelligence capabilities on UNCDF’s grant portfolio. 

 
3.4. Benefits 
 

The list of reasons why electronic grant applications are more efficient and effective is long, for both 
applicants and UNCDF. Electronic grant applications are faster for everyone. It’s also easier to fix errors, 
track the grants, communicate with grant seekers, and ultimately report on the grants. Unlike paper 
grants, electronic grants can be reviewed by large teams, and from almost anywhere.  

 
• Time-saving 

Electronically, grant seekers can apply for the SME grant process almost anywhere and in a much 
shorter space of time after having reduced the length and complexity of the grant application process. 
On the UNCDF digital platform, filling out digital forms is significantly faster than paper and applicants 
can regularly check their eligibility themselves. 

 
 

Figure 3: E-tools to manage the grant process 
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• Transparency 
Using an electronic platform lets applicants sign into their account and track the status of their 
application. 

 
• Flexibility and tailored investment management 

UNCDF fully recognizes that one size does not fit all context and needs. Hence, its plug and play e-
grant system provides flexibility in design, targeting and management to ensure that its investments 
meet the specific needs and requirements of the targeted geographies and population segments along 
with the strategic requirements of the partner agencies in response to the COVID-19 crisis. 

 
• Error reduction 

The platform performs preliminary checks to make sure applicants have submitted all the required 
forms. This drastically reduces reviewing time. 

 
• Greater collaborations and partnerships 

Collaborating with other partners can maximize impact and establish a central application process for 
organizations to stimulate greater collaboration. 

 
 

 

 

About UNCDF 
 
The United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF) makes public and private finance work for the poor 
in the world’s 47 least developed countries. With its capital mandate and instruments, UNCDF offers “last 
mile” finance models that unlock public and private resources, especially at the domestic level, to reduce 
poverty and support local economic development. 
 
UNCDF’s financing models work through three channels: inclusive digital economies, connecting 
individuals, households, and small businesses with financial eco-systems that catalyze participation in the 
local economy, and provide tools to climb out of poverty and manage financial lives; local development 
finance, that capacitates localities through fiscal decentralization, innovative municipal finance, and 
structured project finance to drive local economic expansion and sustainable development; and investment 
finance, that provides catalytic financial structuring, de-risking, and capital deployment to drive SDG impact 
and domestic resource mobilization. By strengthening how finance works for poor people at the household, 
small enterprise, and local infrastructure levels, UNCDF contributes to Sustainable Development Goal- SDG 
1 on eradicating poverty and SDG 17 on the means of implementation. By identifying those market 
segments where innovative financing models can have transformational impact in helping to reach the last 
mile and address exclusion and inequalities of access, UNCDF contributes to a broad diversity of SDGs. 

 
____________ 

 
Through this “Plug and play” digital platform and UNCDF’s technical expertise, grants to SMEs can be easily 
deployed and taken to scale in multiple countries. Thanks to UNCDF’s team of technical experts deployed 
across 34 developing countries and its partners, the organization is most certainly up to the challenge of 
immediately supporting SME's navigate the impact of COVID-19. If you have any questions about the 
UNCDF grant-making process, please email Xavier Michon at xavier.michon@uncdf.org and Heewoong Kim 
at heewoong.kim@uncdf.org. 

 


