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Informing Debate on 
Recovery: Take-aways

∙ COVID-19 has led to unequal impacts, particularly for the 
poor and vulnerable disproportionately. 
i) a substantial rise in poverty; 

ii)  the emergence of a group of “new poor” (WB, rural, 
non-educated, especially women)

iii) Adjustments in labor market 
iv) limited mitigation. 

∙ Besides the pandemic, some countries are struggling with: 

i) inflation; 

ii) macroeconomic crises; 

iii) food insecurity; and 

iv) fragility and conflict (with large refugee populations).

∙ Moving forward (vaccination, service delivery, building back 
better)



Pre-COVID19, MENA already faced 
serious welfare challenges



A sharp and varied economic impact 
since the onset of COVID19 (Feb 2020)

COVID19 stringency index



COVID-19 
Affected 
Poverty and 
Inequality 
through Four 
Channels

Framework used to analyze COVID19 Impacts 



On phone surveys:

•  Good alternative when face to face surveys cannot be used
•  Fast and inexpensive
•  Offer new opportunities (e.g. to follow migrants)
•  Affordable panel data

Provide quality data

•  Length of questionnaire is limited; cannot estimate welfare 
accurately

•  Cost per question can be high
•  Small samples
•  Potential biases, not all of which can be corrected

Limitations

•  Compare data to pre-existing variables collected using a 
different approach

•  Data quality may be overlooked

Data Challenges

•  Draw from existing baseline
•  Have infrastructure ready
•  Are integrated in tool-box of statistical offices

Phone surveys work better when



Timing of phone surveys matters for observed 
impact

Stringency index and timing of phone survey



In the West Bank and Gaza, COVID-19 affected particularly the 
poor

• Working poor more 
severely affected, those 
who do work only paid in 
part.

• Large increase in food 
insecurity in the West 
Bank but not in Gaza 
where it was already 
high.

• Access to education was 
limited particularly for 
the poor.



In Tunisia half of households reported worse living standards

• Sharp deterioration in 
living standards

• Sharp increase in food 
prices

• As the economy 
rebounds, many report 
to be worse off. 

• Especially the 
self-employed and the 
poorest



In Djibouti, refugees were more vulnerable than nationals.

• Recovery, but many who 
worked were not paid or 
paid less.

• Refugees are more 
affected by partial or 
non-payment

• Food security among 
village-based refugees 
falls behind urban 
refugees and nationals. 



Iraq: the significance of continuous vaccine monitoring and 
education  

• The share of those vaccinated is 
really low and there are 
differences among categories.

• Despite vaccine availability from 
the government, there is 
hesitation from the population.

• It is important to intensify public 
education campaigns to 
counteract misinformation. 

Share of population fully and partially vaccinated as of August 31, 2021

Vaccine hesitancy among adult Iraqis



On simulations:

•  Can estimate impact on poverty and inequality 
•  Ability to separate out the impact of different shocks
•  Good tool to assess different scenarios, incl. impact of 

mitigation measures

Advantages

•  As good as the underlying data & realism of assumptions
•  Hard to deal with structural breaks
•  Static simulations, each one combines information on GDP 

growth projections by sector with household survey data to 
impute the loss of employment and income

Limitations

•  Need complementary information to interpret findings

Data Challenges

•  Draw from existing baseline
•  Have  basic simulation infrastructure ready

Simulations are more effective when …



In Tunisia Covid - 19 erased previous gains in welfare

• Model different sectoral 
growth rates, its impact on 
employment and 
consumption. Investigate 
the impact of mitigation 
measures

• Large increase in poverty 
and inequality; limited 
impact of mitigation

•  Informal workers and 
women the most 
vulnerable



West Bank & Gaza: Rise in poverty and Emergence of ‘new 
poor’

• Model  employment 
shocks for workers with 
different characteristics 
and their impact on 
income & consumption 
for Palestinians and 
refugees

• Although little change in 
inequality, a “new poor” 
has emerged (rural, 
lower education, female 
headed households, 
geography) 

Simulation results: impact on poverty

Characteristics All 
Sample

Traditionally 
Poor

New 
poor

New poor without 
COVID

West Bank 60.7 28.7 68.8 65.3

Gaza 39.3 71.3 31.2 34.7

Rural 16.8 10.8 17.5 16.0

Urban 73.0 73.4 73.0 72.5

Camp 10.2 15.8 9.5 11.6

No education 2.9 4.3 5.1 6.1

Primary 17.8 24.2 19.9 18.6

Secondary 57.4 60.2 54.1 53.6

Tertiary 21.9 11.3 20.9 21.7

Male 93.9 93.6 87.8 84.0

Female 6.1 6.4 12.2 16.0

Characteristics of New Poor 



In the Islamic Republic of Iran, effects of COVID-19 led to income 
loss, and were worsened by inflation

∙ Model impact of income 
shocks for different categories 
of workers, along with 
changes in prices (for different 
categories of workers)

∙ Poverty increases substantially 
as a result of the fall in income 
and high inflation.

∙ Mitigation measures are 
effective in reducing the 
poverty increasing effects of 
COVID and inflation

Changes in income by decile



Lebanon: Poverty rise driven by food prices

• Multiple shocks: Covid19, Beirut 
Port blast, Recession, Inflation

• Huge increase in poverty, largely 
driven by food price increases

• The crises are expected to leave 
refugees, who are already poorer 
than the host community, much 
poorer – reflecting inequalities in 
the transmission of the shock.  

Change in 
poverty 

Food price 
inflation 
(y-o-y)



Key messages
•COVID19 affected some groups much harder than others

• Those in public and private sector relatively protected
• Those already receiving benefits, better protected

•COVID19 is often just one of various severe challenges
• Conflict 
• Inflation
• Economic recession

•Risk of Unequal recovery 
• Mitigation measures fall short to undo the impact on poverty
• Most vulnerable are affected most and recover least

•More work is needed to truly understand full impact of COVID19
• Post-COVID19 new face-to-face welfare surveys are needed
• Ongoing in Algeria, Lebanon, Iraq, Jordan; advanced planning in Saudi 

Arabia and Palestine

•Region needs to build back better (improve service delivery and economic 
conditions) and plan for more persistent shocks (climate) shocks

• Social safety nets
• Real-time data collection capacity
• Policy reforms that address pre-COVID economic vulnerabilities
• Continuous vaccine monitoring and education


