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Road Map

1. MENA: A tenuous and uneven economic recovery in 2021
2. Long-term socio-economic trends left MENA with over-burdened 

public health systems
• Fiscal myopia
• High fertility rates 
• Epidemiological trends

3. Ill-prepared and overconfident
4. Overwhelmed health systems during Covid-19 
5. Data transparency and policy recommendations
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A tenuous and uneven economic recovery in 2021

• MENA’s GDP contracted 3.8 percent in 2020 and is forecast to grow by 2.8 percent in 2021.
• The output cost of the Covid-19 crisis thus far in MENA is almost $200 billion dollars, a number derived by 

comparing the region’s forecast GDP level with that of the no-pandemic scenario.  
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A tenuous and uneven economic recovery in 2021

• GDP per capita is a more precise measure of standard of living.
• Growth in GDP per capita is low: 1.1% in 2021. GDP per capita will be well below pre-covid levels by the end of 

2021.
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Public Health Surveillance Helps Growth 
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Fiscal myopia associated with lack of economic reforms
Spending on health is overshadowed by a large public sector 
wage bill

The only region with a substantial increase in government expenditure 
during 2009-2019 

• Public health was under-funded relative to the global norm by an average of 16 percent.
• The share of out-of-pocket expenditures is 60% in Egypt and 80% in Yemen, and only 6% in Oman. This reflects the

advantages of the well-funded health systems in the GCC.
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Under-funded Core Health Items
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High Out-of-pocket Spending in Many MENA Countries
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High Fertility Rates in Many MENA Countries
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• Iraq and Oman have abnormally
high fertility rate compared to
income peers.

• High young-age dependency ratio
could hurt women’s health and
hamper investment per capita in
children’s health and education.



A young population created the illusion of a healthy population
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Ill-prepared and overconfident health systems prior to Covid-19 
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Overwhelmed health system in MENA during Covid-19
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Overwhelmed health system in MENA during Covid-19

Tenuous and uneven recovery | Socio-economic trends | Ill-prepared and overconfident | Overwhelmed during Covid-19 | Data transparency

Country Undercount Ratio Data until

Egypt 13.1 30-Nov-20

Iran 2.4 21-Sep-20

Lebanon 1.2 30-Apr-21

Oman 0.9 31-May-21

Qatar 1.4 30-Apr-21

Tunisia 0.6 14-Feb-21

Source: Karlinsky and Kobak, 2021



Policy Implications: Data transparency for public health is 
beneficial

• Overhauling data systems as part of health system reforms is an 
urgent area for action for the MENA region.

• High-quality, reliable, and timely data that can be linked across 
databases and across time is needed to generate tremendous 
benefits for health systems in general and for a country’s pandemic 
response in particular.

Tenuous and uneven recovery | Socio-economic trends | Ill-prepared and overconfident | Overwhelmed during Covid-19 | Data transparency



Public Health Data in MENA Are Lacking
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Public Health Data in MENA Are Lacking
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In Summary

• MENA countries were overconfident about preparedness of their 
public health systems

• Three long-term trends undermined growth & made MENA ill-
prepared for health system shocks

• Economic
• Demographic 
• Epidemiological

• Covid as stress test 
• Policy implications: Improved availability/use of data  Facilitate 

appropriate planning & preparedness for regular/emergency health 
care.

Tenuous and uneven recovery | Socio-economic trends | Ill-prepared and overconfident | Overwhelmed during Covid-19 | Data transparency


	Overconfident: �How Economic and Health Fault Lines Left the Middle East and North Africa Ill-Prepared to Face COVID 
	Slide Number 2
	Road Map
	A tenuous and uneven economic recovery in 2021
	A tenuous and uneven economic recovery in 2021
	Public Health Surveillance Helps Growth 
	Fiscal myopia associated with lack of economic reforms
	Under-funded Core Health Items
	High Out-of-pocket Spending in Many MENA Countries
	High Fertility Rates in Many MENA Countries
	A young population created the illusion of a healthy population
	Slide Number 12
	Overwhelmed health system in MENA during Covid-19
	Overwhelmed health system in MENA during Covid-19
	Policy Implications: Data transparency for public health is beneficial
	Public Health Data in MENA Are Lacking
	Public Health Data in MENA Are Lacking
	In Summary

