
Current Buy-ins include:
USAID / West Bank and Gaza; USAID/ Morocco; 
USAID/ Iraq; USAID/ Yemen; USAID/Libya and 
Middle East Regional Program; Middle East Bureau, 
Strategic Planning and Operations; Middle East 
Religious and Ethnic Minority unit; and Middle East 
Bureau Outreach Office. 

Delivers high-quality monitoring, evaluation, and learning services to the Middle 
East Bureau and its Operating Units (OUs) to address regional initiatives and 
priorities, complements mission level MEL platforms and supports missions 
without platforms.
Offers a broad range of services and 40 years of experience
Services include strategic planning, performance 
management, research and design support, 
third-party monitoring, evaluations studies and 
assessments, MEL training and capacity building, 
GIS & data management support, data analysis and 
synthesis, strategic communications, knowledge 

management and learning events. MENA MELS 
draws on MSI’s regional expertise and a deep bench 
of seasoned MEL practitioners built over 40 years 
of MEL practice worldwide. This has enabled MENA 
MELS to quickly and cost effectively engage technical 
resources to design and implement activities.

Strategic engagement with OUs during activity design and implementation 
The MENA MELS team builds in regular check-ins 
with the OU during activity implementation to 
provide status updates and to solicit USAID feedback 
and guidance. Activity deliverables are developed to 
promote collaboration, learning and adapting such 
as: visual presentations to share initial findings and 
conclusions for OU feedback; OU and stakeholder 
workshops to review and finalize recommendations; 
and one to two-page briefers to disseminate key 
findings and lessons learned to wider audiences. 

Contact 
COR | JESSICA POMERANTZ  JPOMERANTZ@USAID.GOV 

CHIEF OF PARTY | CHRISTINE MULLIGAN  CHRISTINE.MULLIGAN@MSI-INC.COM 

Flexible, easy to use buy-in process
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Iraq MENA II Evaluation Key Findings
EFFECTIVENESS – PROGRESS TO DATE

 ▶ Many facets of the Iraq MENA II implementation approach were viewed positively by the entrepreneurs, including GroFin’s favorable lending processes and approaches as compared to the other options available in the Iraqi context and its concessionary interest rates and other favorable terms associated with the COVID-19 relief loans. ▶ Access to finance has had a positive impact on MENA II’s target beneficiaries. The loan funds made available through the activity were used in ways that resulted in the growth and expansion of business enterprises. Several entrepreneurs noted that their businesses would not have been able to survive had they not received a loan. 
 ▶ While access to finance was viewed as highly relevant, the business support services provided were not always relevant to the issues and concerns facing the SMEs. A majority of entrepreneurs interviewed indicated that they had received very limited, or no business support services.

 ▶ Respondents viewed the Iraq MENA II as providing legitimacy to smaller businesses. It demonstrated impact and showed donors and funders that providing support to SMEs can be feasible and a good investment. Respondents also recognized that the activity’s work to date is a small drop in the bucket in terms of the amount of access to finance that is needed to develop the private sector.

ADAPTATIONS TO CHANGING CIRCUMSTANCES
 ▶ Iraq MENA II interventions were generally viewed as appro-priate and well-aligned to support relief efforts in communi-ties affected by ISIS and the challenges created by COVID-19.

 ▶ Iraq MENA II adjusted its operations to offer its COVID-19 relief loans only to small businesses that were already in operation with established business practices in place. This shift enabled GroFin to disburse loan funding quicker than would have been possible through its more traditional loan program. 
 ▶ The criteria to apply for COVID-19 relief loans were prob-lematic for some potentially successful entrepreneurs, espe-cially for women and for members of minority communities.  ▶ The Iraq MENA II coordinated some of its activities with other USAID-funded activities with similar objectives, despite being limited by disruptions related to ISIS activities and the COVID-19 pandemic, e.g., GroFin participated in several of “matchmaking” events intended to connect entrepreneurs with potential funding sources and business support. 

BUSINESS ENABLING ENVIRONMENT
 ▶ The positive impacts of the financial assistance provided by GroFin are likely to continue after the individual loans have been repaid. 
 ▶ Respondents viewed Iraqi government policies and practices as significant challenges to the sustainability of results. They reported that threats to progress include the level of corrup-tion and the seemingly “over-bearing” nature of the Iraqi government, both of which make it extremely difficult for SMEs to do business.

 ▶ Many respondents also underscored the urgent need for improvements in the Iraqi financial system. 
 ▶ Respondents reported that access to financing is an ongoing challenge. The type of economic growth assistance repre-sented by Iraq MENA II is urgently needed. 

Lessons Learned and Opportunities

Increasing access to financing through activities like Iraq MENA II may need to be accelerated, and 
probably should continue beyond the current life of 

the activity.

The continued provision, and enhancement, of technical assistance and other business support to SMEs as well as the high-quality team that delivers the program activity are key success factors to support 
SMEs.

Given the small number of women receiving financial assistance, modifications to the outreach plan to incorporate events and messages tailored to the recruitment of female 
entrepreneurs could potentially increase partici-pation of this under-repre-

sented group. 

Selection criteria and appli-cation approval processes can be designed for more 
inclusive economic 

growth, such as funding business plans designed to employ greater numbers 
of targeted individuals (e.g., women, youth and/or unskilled workers) and/or bring needed services to a 

community. 
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USAID’s Middle East Bureau commissioned an evaluation of the effectiveness of the Iraq MENA 

II activity’s interventions to date. The evaluation considered the effectiveness of the activity’s 

adaptations in ISIS and post-ISIS contexts and captured lessons learned, including those for relief 

and recovery efforts associated with the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Iraq MENA II Activity

USAID’s MENA II was designed in 2014 to advance the 

development of the private sector by providing support 

to early-stage businesses to improve their competitiveness 

and revenue growth, thereby advancing development of 

the private sector. Under the Iraq MENA II cooperative 

agreement, the Shell Foundation established an investment 

management company and engaged GroFin to manage a 

loan fund and provide business support services to Iraqi 

small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs). 

MENA II initiated activities in 2014 in southern Iraq, how-

ever implementation was paused several times due to the 

emergence of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and 

the COVID-19 pandemic. MENA II resumed activities in 

2018, changed its overall approach and is currently in the 

early stages of its business cycle. Over the course of 2019, 

GroFin expanded its footprint by establishing Northern Iraq 

Investments (NII) as a separate vehicle for investments in 

the Nineveh Plains and other areas previously controlled 

by ISIS. Subsequently, in response to the impacts of the 

pandemic, NII began offering short-term loans to local 

businesses in the Nineveh governorate to help businesses 

survive the impacts of COVID-19, with the primary purpose 

of preserving jobs and livelihoods. 

IRAQ MIDDLE EAST NORTH AFRICA 

INVESTMENT INITIATIVE (IRAQ MENA II)
EVALUATION

IRAQ MENA II

This briefing note was prepared as part of the evaluation of the Iraq Middle East and North Africa Investment Initiative, available at https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/

PA00XSKS.pdf. It was produced for review by USAID and was prepared by Management Systems International, A Tetra Tech Company for the MENA MELS Activity.
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Illustrative Examples of MENA MELS Current and Completed Activities 

ASSESSING HEALTH NEEDS AND ACCESS 
TO HEALTH SERVICES OF MARGINALIZED 

POPULATIONS 

RAPID ASSESSMENT OF HEALTH 
NEEDS AND ACCESS TO SERVICES 
OF REM POPULATIONS IN MENA:
Under a FY 2020 buy-in from the 
Middle East Bureau’s Religious and 
Ethnic Minority (REM) program, MENA 
MELS conducted a rapid assessment of 
the health needs and access to services 
of REM populations in Egypt, Iraq, 
Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria. 
LGBTQI+ ASSESSMENT: In FY 2021, 
the Middle East Bureau supported a MENA MELS rapid assess-
ment of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning and 
intersex (LGBTQI) access to formal and informal health services 
in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region.

LEARNING AND CAPACITY BUILDING SUPPORT 

PHOTOGRAPHY TRAINING FOR USAID IMPLEMENTING 
PARTNERS: The Bureau’s Outreach Office engaged MENA MELS 
to conduct a series of workshops for USAID MENA implement-
ing partners to improve the quality of photographs in program 
reporting and communications. It is the first workshop with over 
300 participants focused on foundational photography principles 
and related lessons for non-professional photographers seeking 
practical solutions in various USAID Middle East contexts. 
MEL TRAINING FOR LOCAL IRAQ IMPLEMENTING 
PARTNERS: USAID/Iraq, REM and the New Partners Initiative 
engaged MENA MELS to conduct MEL training of six new USAID 
partners including hands-on support and coaching. 

GIS, DATA MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS AND 
KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT SUPPORT 

KME+: MENA MELS is developing a knowledge management 
portal for the Middle East Bureau. It is a repository of relevant 
context information as well as products developed by the Bureau 
and its operating units, along with an improved search tool for 
accessing documents from the DEC. KME+ also houses the US 
Foreign Assistance to the Middle East and North Africa, including 
the USAID MENA Portfolio, which is updated daily automatically.  

DIS ROLL-OUT SUPPORT: MENA MELS is providing staff 
support for the roll-out of USAID’s performance management 
module of the Development Information Solution (DIS) to 12 
OUs and missions in the MENA region. 
DESK REVIEW OF EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS: REM’s 
program team engaged MENA MELS to provide a preliminary 
analysis of key considerations specifically regarding data collection, 
validation, aggregation, and analysis, for the design of a REM-
focused monitoring system and/or an EWS that would track signs 
of rising tensions or risk of mass atrocity events across the region. 

Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning Services in the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA-MELS)
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Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria. The purpose of this assessment is to 

learn about the health status and needs of the REM populations in the MENA region.!"#$%&'$()*+)*,-
• REM populations are less than 3% of the overall population yet represent about 

18% of Iraq’s IDPs.
• Many REM IDPs receive humanitarian health services: 51% of Yazidis, 26% of 

Christians, 16% of Shabak Shias and 8% Turkmen Shias. • REM populations lack access to sexual and gender-based violence services, mental 
health and psychosocial services, and sexual and reproductive services. 

• The deterioration of Iraq’s healthcare system and infrastructure along with the 
shortage of trained health workers has ultimately left displaced communities with-
out the support or treatment needed to recover. • Although progress has been made over the last decade, Iraq’s health indicators 
are still lower than other countries in the region. 

!"#$./01234)/*$
Of Iraq’s 39.3 million people, about 97% are Muslim, less than 1% Christian, and about 2% other. Majority of REM populations live in the disputed areas of northern Iraq (i.e. Nineveh, Kirkuk, and Diyala Governorates) and Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI). REM populations are less than 3% of the overall population but represent about 18% of Iraq’s internally displaced people (IDP) population and only 2.7% of returnees. Of this group, 8% are Yazidi; 7% Turkmen; 1% Christian and 2% Shabak Shi‘a. Over 360,000 Yazidis currently live in displacement camps or informal settle;ments across the KRI, particularly in Duhok Governorate.

and economic hardships, which has contributed to their limited access and utilization of health services. Since the 2014 ISIS occupation, Yazidis and other religious minori;ties were subjected to brutal attacks and forced to seek refuge. These hardships and stressors have increased the 

RELIGIOUS AND ETHNIC MINORITIES HEALTH NEEDS ASSESSMENT5!67
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https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00X8JQ.pdf. 

It was produced for review by USAID and was prepared by Management Systems International, A Tetra Tech Company for the MENA MELS Activity.
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SUPPORT FOR MIDDLE EAST BUREAU 
STRATEGIC PLANNING ACTIVITIES 

In FY 2021 and 2022 the Middle East Bureau engaged MENA 
MELS’ support for several interagency strategic planning activ-
ities including facilitation support to develop the Middle East 
USAID-US Department of State (DOS) Joint Regional Strategy, 
facilitation support for developing the USAID-DOS Syria 
Stabilization Assistance Strategy, and support for a series of 
workshops with interagency stakeholders to coordinate contin-
gency planning for the worsening security and political situation in 
Lebanon. 
LIBYA RAPID STUDIES: 
MEB regional programming, 
the Libya Desk and Mission 
engaged MENA MELS to 
conduct two rapid studies 
to inform MEB regional and 
Libya programming: the FY20 
Cross Border Influences of 
Extremism, Conflict and Illicit 
Economies and Scenario 
Analysis; and the FY21 
Libya Conflict and Scenario Analysis: Key Developments and 
Implications for US Policy and Programming. 

MEL SUPPORT TO MENA MISSIONS 

USAID/MOROCCO MEL SUPPORT SERVICES: MENA MELS is 
providing a full suite of MEL services to USAID/Morocco through 
annual buy-ins to support implementation of the Mission’s CDCS, 
star ting with support for development and implementation of the 
Mission’s PMP. Support includes performance management activ-
ities, design and implementation of evaluations, assessments and 
studies; and MEL training and support for a USAID/Morocco-IP 
MEL community of practice. 

USAID/WEST BANK AND GAZA MEL SERVICES: The MENA 
MELS team is supporting the West Bank and Gaza Mission with 
a wide range of MEL services including third-party monitoring, 
support for developing its PMP, data quality assessments (DQAs), 
MEL capacity building and training and evaluations, assessments 
and studies including a TVET gender assessment and USAID 
perception study. 
USAID/YEMEN COMMUNITIES STRONGER TOGETHER 
(YCST) FINAL EVALUATION: MSI is conducting the final evalua-
tion of YCST to help USAID design a new governance, peace, and 
stability activity focused on community resilience, making lessons 
learned from YCST’s community engagement model immediately 
applicable.
USAID/IRAQ, PROGRAM OFFICE STAFF SUPPORT: Through a 
FY 2021 buy-in MENA MELS is providing STTA MEL staff support 
to the Program Office for one year.

COCAINE

M
ERCEN

ARIES

M
IG

RA
N

TS

M
IG

RA
N

TS

TR
AM

AD
O

L

Artisanal gold hubs
Small arms


