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TAUB CENTER ANNUAL ‘STATE OF THE NATION’ REPORT:

Herculean task to fix war damage after past neglect

« By JUDY SIEGEL-ITZKOVICH

Whoever is prime minister
and serves in government after
the Gaza War ends will have
their hands full while faced
with the herculean task of cop-
ing with years of neglect by the
ministries - in the realms of
physical and mental health,
the economy, social welfare,
unemployment, education, the
Arab sector, and aliyah.

So says the first chapter of the
just-released annual State of the
Nation Report by Jerusalem’s
Taub Center for Social Policy
Studies. This year, because of
the war, the researchers decid-
ed to release each chapter of
the 212-page, Hebrew-language
document separately. Two will
be published each week; the
first one presents a survey of
the war’s social and economic
effects. The next chapter - to
be published on December 26 -
will deal with social welfare and
will be followed on December
31 by a chapter on education.

The authors said they hope
that the publishing method
will make it possible for deci-
sion-makers and the public
to “take a deep dive into each
topic, even as we all deal with
the complexities of our daily
reality.”

The Taub Center is an inde-
pendent, nonpartisan socio-
economic research institute
that studies and reports on crit-
ical issues to impact the deci-
sion-making process.

“The October 7 War,” they
wrote “differs from any pre-
vious conflict that Israel has
been involved in since 2000
- concerning its duration and
the sheer number of reservists
called to active duty. The Sec-
ond Lebanon War in 2006 last-
ed for 34 days and involved the
call-up of about 60,000 reserve
soldiers; Operation Cast Lead
in early 2009 lasted for 22 days
and did not involve any major
call-up of reserve soldiers; and
Operation Protective Edge in
2014 went on for 50 days and
involved the call-up of about
75,000 reserve soldiers.”

It is as yet unknown just how
long this war will last, “but it
is already clear that it will be
significantly longer than the
others. Current estimates of
the number of reserve soldiers
called to arms are between
200,000 and 300,000. In this
special chapter, our researchers
survey the situation and point
to actions that can be taken
while the war is still ongoing
and those it will be important
to take upon its conclusion to
return the country - its econ-
omy, its services, and its peo-
ple - to the pre-war situation.
In some areas, it may be possi-
ble to leverage the situation to
arrive at a better reality and to
improve preparedness for simi-

lar situations in the future. The
researchers have formulated a
list of policy measures, some
of which can already be adopt-
ed, that will allow public-sector
systems to provide the solu-
tions that are needed.”

THEY NOTED that the coun-
try’s healthcare system began
the war with insufficient bud-
get, manpowet, and difficulties
in functioning. Since the begin-
ning of the war, an unprece-
dented 7,500 people have been
wounded, with more than
1,450 arriving at hospitals on
the day of the terrorists’ incur-
sion. Most of the wounded
were taken to hospitals in the
South, in numbers well beyond
their capacity. For example,
Soroka-University ~ Medical
Center in Beersheba admitted
about 700 patients, of which
some 120 were in serious condi-
tion, while the hospital’s previ-
ous worst-case scenario was for
an intake of no more than 100
to 200 injured individuals.

“The mental health system
has suffered from long-term
neglect in terms of manpower
and infrastructure, particularly
after the COVID-19 pandemic.
The current crisis may prove
to be a turning point and may
bring about its rehabilitation
and strengthening, with an
emphasis on expanding the
circle of patients in the public
mental healthcare system and
constructing a trauma-oriented
system to ensure trauma aware-
ness at every stage of treat-
ment.”

The poor sanitary and
humanitarian conditions in
Gaza have the potential to seri-
ously affect the health of Israe-
lis, they continued. The allo-
cation of water to the residents
of Gaza is currently about three
liters per day, while the WHO
recommends between 50 and
100 liters daily. This situation,
together with chronic sewage
problems, which have been
exacerbated in the course of
the war provides fertile ground
for infectious diseases that can
spread into Israel, they warned.

The authors recommended
a revision of plans for patient
allocation in hospitals; acceler-
ating the opening of the new
Beersheba hospital with suffi-
cient manpower; upgrading
hospitals in Ashkelon, Nahari-
ya, Tiberius, and Safed to admit
and treat trauma victims; com-
pleting protective safety mea-
sures in all of the hospitals, par-
ticularly those along the border
in the South and the North;
rehabilitation, reinforcement,
and expansion of the mental
health and rehabilitation sys-
tems; and the creation of a trau-
ma-oriented and trauma-aware
healthcare system.

The social welfare system in
Israel began the war unpre-

PEOPLE TAKE cover from the rain as they walk on Jaffa Street in Jerusalem yesterday. Civilians
and government bodies alike face an upward challenge with the next phase of this war.
(Chaim Goldberg/Flash90)

pared. On a single day, tens of
thousands of residents were
added to the rolls of the social
welfare services, including
126,000 evacuees at 220 facil-
ities. The vacuum created as a
result of the slow response by
the system during the first two
weeks of the war was filled by
the activities of more than a
thousand civil society initia-
tives and tens of thousands of
volunteers.

Only in the second week of
the war was the presence of the
Welfare and Social Affairs Min-
istry felt, the researchers insist-
ed. “Alongside the Ministry’s
efforts to provide services to
evacuees, the Defense Ministry
dealt with the wounded and
the families of fallen members
of the security forces while the
National Insurance Institute
began to identify the injured,
the families of hostages, and
the murdered to provide them
with immediate financial assis-
tance as well as funding to meet
other needs.”

AMONG THEIR recommenda-
tions of steps to reinforce the
system are the streamlining of
processes to convey informa-
tion about residents from the
central government to the
local authorities; the creation
of a mechanism for the coor-
dination of activities and the
support of civil society orga-
nizations that assist victims of
the war; significantly improv-
ing the working conditions
and salaries of social workers;
and expanding the quantity of
professional manpower in the
social services departments.

As war is a traumatic event
with the potential to cause
enormous emotional damage
to parents and children and
the fact that early childhood
is the most important peri-

od in a person’s life because
of the rapid development of
the brain and the nervous sys-
tem and of cognitive, social,
and emotional abilities, many
young children in Israel are
being exposed to stress due to
the frequent sirens and bomb
blasts that they hear. “The
emotional turmoil, which is
accompanied by an extreme
disruption of routine, is liable
to affect the course of their
development. Apart from the
obvious decline in quality of
life and welfare, the exposure
to high levels of stress and the
lack of positive stimulation
can damage a child’s cognitive
and emotional development,”
they wrote. “It can be assumed
that the accumulated disrup-
tions caused by the war will
be seen in serious develop-
mental delays and emotional
and learning disorders in the
future. Therefore, children
must be exposed to positive
and enriching experiences to
the greatest extent possible.”
Efforts are needed to ensure
normal learning routines for
children in preschools and
schools who have been forced
to leave their homes. The
population of voluntary and
forced evacueesnumbers about
250,000 (about 2.5% of Israel’s
population), of which about
50,000 are children in pre-
school or school. The research-
ers noted that the Education
Ministry is working to create
temporary schools, but since
they are not intended to be a
long-term solution, it is worth-
while integrating these stu-
dents into the local education
systems in their new or tempo-
rary localities. In places with
large concentrations of evac-
uees, efforts should be made
to concentrate pupils from
the same location in the same

schools and classes whenever
possible. It is also important to
prepare for continued school-
ing throughout the country if
the war expands and the entire
country comes under rocket
attacks for a prolonged period.

The researchers suggested
several policy alternatives for
the education system, includ-
ing the expansion of individ-
ual assistance in the schools
and particularly for frontline
civilians, to assist students who
are finding it difficult to close
the gaps created as a result of
the war; strengthening the
schools’ support systems,
including guidance counsel-
ors, truancy officers, social
workers, nurses, and psychol-
ogists; and examining alterna-
tive models for matriculation
exams.

THE WAR is having far-reach-
ing effects on the environment
Sand public health. Due to the
need to ensure an uninterrupt-
ed supply of electricity, the
government has taken steps
that are “potentially harmful
to the environment, including
the issuing of permits to use
diesel fuel and coal to produce
electricity despite the heavy air
pollution they cause and their
contribution to morbidity and
mortality. Other factors lia-
ble to endanger public health
include increased emissions of
carcinogenic materials into the
air as a result of looser supervi-
sion over the illegal burning of
garbage and ground pollution
by poisonous metals during
the war that are liable to pen-
etrate crops and in turn, enter
the human body.”

To cut the environmental
and health risks, the research-
ers recommend increasing
supervision and enforcement
activity; ensuring that the

steps taken to guarantee the
continuous supply of electrici-
ty will be canceled at the war’s
end; and decontaminating and
rehabilitating polluted land
before rehabilitation projects
for the settlements in the Gaza
border area.

The temporary absence from
work of about 20% of the
workforce (more than 900,000
wotkers) — especially young
workers - alongside the direct
costs of the war, are affecting
the country’s economic sys-
tems and will continue to do
so for a long time. In Octo-
ber, about 144,000 workers in
the Gaza border area and the
North were forced to leave their
places of woik after being evac-
uated; about 310,000 parents
of young children were absent
from work when the educa-
tion system stopped operating
normally; and, about 135,000
workers were absent from work
due to damage to their place of
work. In November, the num-
ber of absent workers fell from
about 900,000 to 500,000.

According to estimates of the
Bank of Israel, the total week-
ly cost of workers absent from
work during the first three
weeks of the war was about NIS
2.3 billion, which represents
more than 0.1% of the GDP
per week. This breaks down
into absence from work due
to the call-up of reservists,
which costs about half a bil-
lion shekels per week; absence
from work due to the evacua-
tion of residents which costs
about NIS 0.6b. per week; and
absence from work due to the
shutdown of educational insti-
tutions which costs about NIS
1.25b. per week.

There has been an increase
in working from home during
the war. The Bank of Israel esti-
mates that about 12% of the
evacuees from the Gaza border
area, from Ashkelon, and the
North are working from home,
and, in total, 16% of the 4.1
million employees in the econ-
omy are working from home.

The Israel Employment Ser-
vice reported that since the
start of the war, more than
190,000 applications for unem-
ployment benefits were sub-
mitted by the end of Novem-
ber. The vast majority are a
result of forced unpaid leave.
Therefore, the proposed alter-
natives include the expansion
of programs to return workers
to the labor market, including
giving incentives to employers;
creation of mechanisms that
allow for flexible unpaid leave;
and the creation of programs
to reintegrate reserve soldiers
into the workforce if they are
unable to return to their for-
mer places of work.

THE INTEGRATION of the
Arab population in most parts

of the Israeli economy, which
has improved over the years,
suffered a setback during the
war, the report notes. Similarly,
the extent of mutual depen-
dence between Jews and Arabs
in Israel in the employment
sector became clear, especially
in the construction industry
which has been almost com-
pletely paralyzed since October
7. According to the researchers,
the rifts need to be mended
and the partnership restored
since the participation of Arab
and Palestinian workers in the
labor force is “one of Israel’s
most important economic,
security, and social interests.”

According to Bank of Israel
estimates from July 2023, GDP
was set to grow by 3.0% in both
2023 and 2024. In the revision
caused by the war, the econ-
omists lowered their expec-
tation for an annual rate of
growth for 2023 to 2.0%. This
implies a negative growth of
2% during the fourth quarter
relative to the same quarter in
2022.

In contrast, Standard &
Poor’s and the Aaron Institute
have presented a more pessi-
mistic picture. They estimate
that growth will be 1.5% in
2023 - negative growth of 4%
in the fourth quarter relative
to the same quarter in 2022.
As for 2024, the Bank of Isra-
el has lowered its forecasted
growth rate by only one per-
centage point, and it estimates
that growth will be 2.0%. Stan-
dard & Poor believes that the
economy will grow by only
0.5% and the Aaron Institute
believes it will grow by only
1%. It should be remembered
that Israel’s population grows
by almost 2% annually. Thus,
these forecasts are predicting
a shrinkage of GDP per capita.

“Aliyah is likely to be influ-
enced by the developments
in Israel and the increasing
antisemitism abroad. The
sharp increase in protests
against Israel and the rise in
antisemitism around the
world including in countries
with a large Jewish minority,
have made these countries
much less attractive for Israe-
lis who are considering emi-
grating and has made Israel
more attractive for Jews who
are considering immigrating.
Therefore, it can be expected
that net migration to Israel
will increase during the next
two years. However, if there
is a renewal of the internal
disagreements that poisoned
the social climate and social
discourse in Israel during most
of 2023 and if the situation
of conflict in Gaza and Judea
and Samaria persists, Israel
will almost certainly become
less attractive to potential
immigrants,” the Taub Center
experts concluded.
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