
“Transition interrupted”: The 
links between the stalled 
health and macro-economic 
transitions in the Arab Region

The Seventh Annual Meeting of the Deputy Ministers of Finance in the Arab Countries “Online”

Wednesday and Thursday, 19-20 January 2022

Roberta Gatti, Daniel Lederman, Rachel Yuting Fan (Team Lead), Arian Hatefi, Ha Nguyen, Anja 
Sautmann, Joseph Martin Sax, and Christina A. Wood

1



Key messages

1. Macro outlook: A tenuous and uneven economic recovery in 
2021

2. A focus on health systems:
a. Long-term socio-economic trends left MENA with over-burdened public 

health systems

b. Ill-prepared and overconfident health systems prior to Covid-19 

c. Overwhelmed health systems during Covid-19 

3. The role of data transparency
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A tenuous and uneven economic recovery in 2021
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A tenuous and uneven economic recovery in 2021 – take 2
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Public Health Surveillance Helps Growth 
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Fiscal myopia associated with lack of economic reforms
The only region with a substantial increase in government 
expenditure during 2009-2019 

Spending on health is overshadowed by a large public 
sector wage bill
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Under-funded Core Public Health Functions
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Source: WHO Global Health Expenditure Database (Government Preventive Health Care Expenditure); World Development Indicators 
(GDP per capita, PPP), World Bank staff calculations. Note: Observations are from 65 countries. Data are as of 2018.
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High Fertility Rates in MENA countries vis a vis their comparators
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The statistical illusion of a healthy population
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Overwhelmed health system in MENA during Covid-19
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Ill-prepared and overconfident health systems prior to Covid-19 
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A. Externally Assessed Preparedness
Relative to Benchmarks
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Public Health Data in MENA Are Lacking
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Overwhelmed health system in MENA during Covid-19

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
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In Summary

• MENA countries were overconfident about preparedness of their public 
health systems – (relative to peers and objective assessments)
• Data and Information systems weak, and underutilized.

• Three long-term trends undermined growth & made MENA ill-prepared 
for health system shocks
• Economic →Large public sectors, crowding out of investments in social services, 

fiscal myopia.
• Demographic →High fertility rates (still) and dependency ratios (young+old)
• Epidemiological →High incidence of communicable and noncommunicable diseases, 

unlike income peers

• Covid as stress test 
• Unmasked the weaknesses and ill-preparedness
• Illustrated the relevance/benefits of data systems, as supported by the research

• Policy implications: Improved availability/use of data → Facilitate 
appropriate planning & preparedness for regular/emergency health care.
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Appendix: Forecast Table

2019 2020e 2021f 2022f 2019 2020e 2021f 2022f 2019 2020e 2021f 2022f 2019 2020e 2021f 2022f

MENA 0.4 -3.8 2.8 4.2 -1.3 -5.4 1.1 3.2 2.5 -1.5 2.0 2.5 -4.3 -9.9 -5.2 -3.3

  Middle-Income MENA -0.4 -2.7 3.0 3.6 -2.0 -4.2 1.4 2.1 -2.6 -4.5 -2.2 -1.4 -5.3 -8.0 -5.6 -5.1

  Oil Exporters -0.3 -4.2 2.8 4.2 -2.0 -5.8 1.0 2.4 4.6 -0.9 4.0 4.6 -3.6 -10.6 -4.7 -2.3

GCC 1.1 -5.0 2.6 4.7 -0.9 -6.6 0.3 2.4 6.5 0.9 5.1 5.7 -3.4 -11.4 -4.9 -1.9

Qatar 0.8 -3.7 3.0 4.8 -1.0 -5.3 1.3 3.1 2.4 -2.5 3.1 4.0 1.0 -3.6 -0.9 3.0

United Arab Emirates 3.4 -6.1 2.7 4.6 1.9 -7.3 1.7 3.6 8.5 6.0 6.5 7.7 -1.0 -7.1 -1.3 -1.0

Kuwait -0.6 -8.9 2.0 5.3 -2.2 -10.2 0.7 4.1 24.4 20.8 12.2 13.3 -9.5 -33.2 -24.4 -10.3

Saudi  Arabia 0.3 -4.1 2.4 4.9 -1.3 -5.6 0.9 3.4 4.7 -2.3 4.8 5.0 -4.2 -11.1 -3.8 -2.2

Bahrain 2.1 -5.1 3.5 3.2 -2.4 -8.5 0.8 1.1 -2.4 -9.6 -4.2 -3.7 -9.0 -17.6 -8.4 -7.5

Oman -0.8 -2.8 3.0 3.4 -3.7 -5.3 0.7 1.4 -5.5 -13.6 -5.0 -1.1 -6.1 -18.6 -2.8 1.8

Developing Oil Exporters -2.5 -3.0 3.2 3.3 -4.1 -4.5 1.6 1.7 0.0 -5.7 0.9 1.6 -4.1 -8.3 -3.9 -3.3

Iran, Is lamic Rep. -6.8 3.4 3.1 2.4 -8.0 2.1 1.8 1.2 1.5 -0.3 1.4 1.5 -5.0 -6.9 -7.3 -6.9

Algeria 0.8 -4.9 3.9 1.8 -1.1 -6.6 2.2 0.2 -9.9 -12.3 -3.8 -2.7 -9.6 -11.7 -5.3 -5.5

Iraq 5.2 -15.7 2.6 7.3 2.9 -17.6 0.2 4.8 6.1 -6.3 4.4 5.5 1.4 -7.0 1.4 3.7

Developing Oil Importers 3.3 -2.2 2.8 4.3 1.7 -3.8 1.2 1.5 -5.4 -3.5 -4.9 -4.4 -6.7 -7.6 -7.1 -6.8

Lebanon -6.7 -21.4 -10.5 .. -6.8 -21.0 -9.8 .. -21.2 -6.9 -10.1 .. -10.5 -3.3 -3.0 ..

Egypt, Arab Rep. 5.6 3.6 3.3 5.0 3.5 1.6 1.4 3.1 -3.6 -3.1 -4.1 -3.8 -8.1 -8.0 -7.5 -7.2

Tunis ia 1.5 -9.2 2.9 3.5 0.3 -10.1 1.9 2.6 -7.9 -6.0 -6.1 -7.5 -2.9 -9.4 -7.6 -5.7

Jordan 2.0 -1.6 1.9 2.2 0.6 -2.5 1.2 1.9 -2.1 -8.0 -11.3 -8.0 -4.9 -7.3 -5.8 -5.0

Morocco 2.6 -6.3 5.3 3.2 1.6 -7.4 4.0 2.0 -3.7 -1.5 -3.7 -3.5 -4.1 -7.6 -6.7 -6.6

West Bank and Gaza 1.4 -11.5 2.9 3.3 -1.2 -13.6 0.4 0.8 -10.4 -6.9 -7.5 -7.8 -4.7 -7.4 -7.5 -7.4

Djibouti 7.8 0.5 5.1 5.6 6.1 -1.0 3.6 4.1 28.9 11.6 -1.0 -0.5 -0.3 -1.7 -1.6 -1.3

Memorandum

Libya 2.5 -31.3 66.7 .. 1.0 -32.2 64.6 .. 11.6 -46.4 -6.2 .. 1.7 -64.4 -9.0 ..

Real GDP Growth Real GDP per capita Growth Current Account Balance Fiscal Balance

percent percent percent of GDP percent of GDP
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