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his edited book, The Cov-

id-19 Pandemic: A Global 

Outlook, is a praiseworthy 
and timely effort by the 
TRT World Research Cen-
tre during these difficult 

times.  I am proud to present this work, 
which has analysed various dynamics of 
the Covid-19 pandemic, ranging from its 
economic ramifications to its impact on 
the world order. 

While domestic responses are still on-
going, it is important to examine how the 
virus has caused a dramatic change in 
the lives of billions of people. With climate 
change only worsening, this pandemic 
perhaps provides a snapshot of the sac-
rifices that may be necessary to save our 
planet. 

A few countries, such as Turkey, have 
been blessed to have proactive govern-
ments and were able to provide an ade-
quate response to the pandemic. These 
nations have been privileged to have 
proper planning, robust health infrastruc-
ture, and a competent body of medical 
personnel, which has allowed for the mit-

igation of the most severe impacts of the 
virus. However, in the majority of cases 
across the globe, this crisis has laid bare 
many other predicaments. The conse-
quences of years of underfunded health-
care systems have been stark. Hospitals 
are overwhelmed, personal protective 
equipment stock is insufficient, and many 
emergency plans have proven to be de-
ficient. 

More research on Covid-19 still remains 
to be carried out. With the strong demand 
by an anxious population worldwide, I am 
positive that editors around the globe will 
be prioritising publications of coronavi-
rus-related papers, and that the publica-
tions on this subject will quickly grow. It is 
indeed critical that nations know where 
weaknesses in their respective defences 
lie and address them accordingly. 

Overall, the TRT World Research Centre 
has put forward this collection of essays 
in a timely manner. This edited book, with 
its insightful and far-reaching global out-
look, is a valuable contribution to the liter-
ature currently available on the Covid-19 
pandemic.

İbrahim Eren
Director General and Chairman, TRT

Foreword
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he TRT World Research Centre 
has compiled this edited book 
from the contributions of a 
select group of distinguished 
authors. Its main scope con-
cerns the Covid-19 pandemic 
and its implications on a global 
level. It is divided into two main 

parts - namely,  macro and micro-level analyses 
of some of the most important dynamics of the 
pandemic to emerge thus far. 

Covid-19 has thrown a spanner in the works for 
national governments across the world. Econ-
omies have ground to a halt due to a virus that 
is one ten-thousandth of a millimetre in size. In 
the meantime, various domestic priorities have 
had to be suspended in light of the pandemic. 
This makes these circumstances ample ground 
for an in-depth analysis, with the pandemic hav-
ing ramifications on wide-ranging areas such as 
economic policy, supply chain diversification, 
and national budgets. 

Think tanks are an important resource and have 
a fundamental role in keeping fast-developing 
affairs in perspective. They shape national pol-
icy agendas, bringing together new ideas and 
specialised knowledge with policymaking. The 
TRT World Research Centre is a think tank that 
produces multifaceted research to facilitate the 
development of more effective policy options 
while looking at the whole picture in order to ad-
vance pragmactic solutions.  

With respect to the Covid-19 pandemic, the 
TRT World Research Centre has put forward 
this collection of essays, which examines the 
current environment and arrives at actionable 
conclusions. This special publication of the TRT 

World Research Centre includes seven contri-
butions from its researchers and senior fellows, 
writing from diverse perspectives. This book 
offers a multi-disciplinary approach, ranging 
from international relations to economics. It also 
highlights various angles, such as the role of 
neoliberalism in the post-pandemic world, Tur-
key’s multi-pronged response, and challenges 
in South Asia. While it is a collection of contribu-
tions, the whole offers a more exhaustive picture 
than the sum of its parts. 

TRT World Research Centre has produced this 
book on the repercussions of Covid-19 while 
it is still in its formative stages. The multi-disci-
plinary perspective utilised also allows readers 
to engage with the concepts discussed from a 
variety of pertinent angles. The latter includes 
examining the new world yet to emerge; one in 
which people accept national boundaries are 
artificial, that chains are only as strong as their 
weakest link, and that epidemic preparation is 
worthwhile. Additionally, increased surveillance 
may be normalised, and the strength of the na-
tion-state may be boosted. Indeed, the world is 
set to face turbulent times in the months and 
years to come. 

TRT World Research Centre is proud to present 
this valuable contribution to the currently limit-
ed literature on the Covid-19 pandemic and its 
repercussions. There is much for policymakers 
to tackle, and we hope that our analyses can be 
enlightening and instructive in that regard. The 
world will come out of this crisis more resilient; 
pandemic preparation will be emphasised, and 
healthcare systems will see their funding in-
creased. Nevertheless, it is unfortunate that 
a crisis of this magnitude was required to fast 
track these inevitable changes.  

Pınar Kandemir
Director of Research and Training, TRT

Preface
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Dr Tarek Cherkaoui

The Covid-19 pandemic has taken the 
world by surprise, subjecting polities, 
economies, healthcare systems, and so-
cial structures to significant upheavals. 
At the time of writing, four months after 
the outbreak started, the pandemic has 
already caused hundreds of thousands 
of fatalities and infected millions of peo-
ple around the globe. Moreover, tens of 
millions are being laid off, while hundreds 
of millions have been confined to their 
homes. Subsequently, many experts 
started to assess the costs politically, 
economically, and health-wise. Some 
foreceasts have even gone so far as to 
expect state failures, mass unemploy-
ment, class warfare, civil wars and inter-
national conflicts. 

This book from the TRT World Research 
Centre is an endeavour to search for 
meaning through an examination of pos-
sible implications of the pandemic from 
a variety of angles and perspectives. On 
the micro-level, specific case studies 
are used in order to get a perspective of 
various responses from the four corners 
of the world. The book is a collection of  
seven contributions from the centre’s 
senior fellows and researchers, offering a 
fascinating overview and diverse vantage 
points regarding the dynamics arising 
from the pandemic.

The book is divided into two parts. The 
first one focuses on the meta-level, seek-

ing to understand the pandemic from a 
global point of view. In the first chapter 
titled ‘Brace for Impact: The Coronavirus 
Pandemic and the Brave New World to 
Come’, Dr Tarek Cherkaoui and Michael 
Arnold examine the systemic causes 
behind the spread of the virus, including 
the role of the World Health Organisation, 
the impact of neoliberal approaches to  
healthcare and the detrimental impact 
of the politicisation of the pandemic. The 
authors go on to examine potential polit-
ical and social developments in the wake 
of the pandemic through a discussion on 
the role of the state, the allure of authori-
tarianism and the risks of increased soci-
etal surveillance. 

In the second chapter, titled ‘Covid-19 
and the US Economy: Global Ramifica-
tions’, Mustafa Metin Başbay discusses 
the impact of the coronavirus pandemic 
on the US economy thus far and provides 
a trajectory about what to expect in terms 
of economic damage in the short to me-
dium term. Başbay proceeds to examine 
the global ramifications of coronavirus 
pandemic. Cautiously optimistic, the au-
thor expects that most of the economic 
damage can be short-lived, and the glob-
al economy will probably bounce back 
towards the end of 2020. However, the 
country-level effect will depend on gov-
ernments’ effectiveness in impeding the 
spread of the disease while supporting 
the economy.

Editor’s note
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In the third chapter, entitled After the 
Deluge: A Post-Pandemic Comparative 
Perspective on Politics and Society, TRT 
World Research Centre Senior Fellow 
and Associate Professor at Koç Univer-
sity Şener Aktürk provides a comparative 
approach. He examines the resilience of 
countries with different political regimes 
and state capacities. He also explores 
whether any particular socio-cultural 
tradition has been more effective in rein-
forcing societal strength in the face of the 
pandemic. The author concludes that the 
significance and potential consequences 
of the coronavirus pandemic are topics 
of considerable speculation from a com-
parative perspective.

The second part of the book explores 
global case studies in the fight against 
Covid-19. The fourth chapter, titled 
‘Managing the Pandemic: Turkey’s Mul-
ti-Pronged Response to Covid-19,’ was 
co-authored by Michael Arnold, Mustafa 
Metin Başbay, Dr Serkan Birgel, Dr Tarek 
Cherkaoui and Ravale Mohydin. The au-
thors assessed various facets of Turkey’s 
response to the pandemic, including 
mitigation efforts, economic stimulus 
and the resiliency of the country’s na-
tional healthcare system. Turkey’s active 
diplomacy in the midst of the pandemic  
was also scrutinised. Lastly, long-term 
preparedness was discussed along with 
potential openings for Turkish industry 
as discussions about supply chains and 
vaccines heat up.

In the fifth chapter, titled ‘Between Eco-
nomics, Epidemiology, and Social Behav-
iour: Europe’s War Against Coronavirus’, 

Dr Serkan Birgel examines the main po-
litical, economic, and social effects thus 
far discerned from the crisis. The outlook 
draws from recent developments in Italy, 
Germany, France, and Spain as part of a 
broader global discussion. 

Ravale Mohydin examines the impact of 
the disease in South Asia. In her chapter, 
entitled ‘The Coronavirus Pandemic in 
South Asia: Challenges and Responses, 
she studies regional statistics and high-
lights shared challenges in the region, 
while also examining country-specific 
concerns and vulnerabilities. Moreover, 
she explores how governments have 
tried to manage the spread of the virus, 
delineating socio-political and economic 
consequences in the process. 

In the last chapter, entitled ‘Under the 
Weather: Healthcare Systems in an Age 
of Pandemics’, the author comparatively 
explores the situation of the healthcare 
systems belonging to four countries 
deeply affected by the Covid-19 pan-
demic, namely the United States, France, 
Italy and Spain. After a country analysis, 
specific metrics are examined to display 
the variances between these countries. 
Finally, a short projection of potential fu-
ture scenarios is provided.

All in all, the future of globalisation, global 
health policies and practices, states’ ca-
pacity, economic stimuli, and soft power 
contests are only a few themes covered 
in this edited book, which we hope will 
contribute to the growing body of litera-
ture on the Covid-19 pandemic.



10    The Covid-19 Pandemic: A Global Outlook

Contributors

Assoc. Prof. Şener Aktürk
Şener Aktürk is an Associate Professor at Koç University in Istanbul 
and a Senior Fellow at TRT World Research Centre. He received his 
B.A. and M.A. from the University of Chicago, and his Ph.D. in Po-
litical Science from the University of California, Berkeley. He was a 
post-doctoral fellow in the Davis Center for Russian and Eurasian 
Studies, and a visiting lecturer in the Department of Government, 
both at Harvard University. His book, Regimes of Ethnicity and Na-

tionhood in Germany, Russia, and Turkey (Cambridge University Press, 2012) received the 
2013 Joseph Rothschild book prize from the Association for the Study of Nationalities 
and the Harriman Institute at Columbia University. His articles have been published in 
World Politics, Post-Soviet Affairs, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, Social Sci-
ence Quarterly, European Journal of Sociology, Turkish Studies, Middle Eastern Studies, 
Osteuropa, Nationalities Papers, Theoria, Ab Imperio, All Azimuth, Insight Turkey, Turkish 
Policy Quarterly and Central Eurasian Studies Review, among others.

Michael Arnold
Michael Arnold is a researcher at TRT World Research Centre. He 
holds a Bachelor of Arts in Military and Diplomatic History from the 
University of Calgary and earned a Master of Arts in Islamic Stud-
ies with a dissertation entitled “Overlapping Sacred Spaces: Islam, 
Pluralism and the Hegemony of ‘Human Rights’”. He is currently a 
PhD candidate in the Arab and Middle East History programme at 

the American University of Beirut. His research interests include modern Arab and Middle 
East political and social history - with a special focus on Lebanon - religious authority in 
Arab states, and the history of Islamic thought. 

Mustafa Metin Başbay
Mustafa Metin Basbay is a researcher at TRT World Research Cen-
tre. His research mostly focuses on economic policy in the context 
of underdeveloped and developing countries. He holds a BA in Eco-
nomics and a BA in Sociology, both from Bogazici University and is 
currently a PhD candidate in Development Studies at the University 
of Cambridge where he also completed his MPhil in Economics.



The Covid-19 Pandemic: A Global Outlook    11

Dr. Serkan Birgel
Dr. Serkan Birgel is a researcher at TRT World Research Centre. He 
holds a PhD from the School of Geography and the Environment, 
University of Oxford, and a Master’s degree in Geopolitics, Territo-
ry and Security from King’s College London. His research interests 
include geopolitics and the natural resource / energy nexus – with 
particular emphasis on the Eastern Mediterranean region.

Dr. Tarek Cherkaoui
Dr. Tarek Cherkaoui is Manager at TRT World Research Centre. Dr. 
Cherkaoui has an extensive experience in strategic management, 
research, and consultancy across international media, tertiary ed-
ucation, and the creative industries throughout the U.K., Qatar, Ma-
laysia, and New Zealand. He is an expert in international media and 
strategic communications, and holds a Ph.D. in Media and Com-
munication Studies from the Auckland University of Technology in 

New Zealand, for which he was awarded the Dean’s Award for Excellence in Postgraduate 
Studies. His research interests include international broadcasting, media discourse, inter-
national news framing, information warfare, public diplomacy, soft power, nation branding, 
image management, crisis communication, and political and military affairs – specifically 
within the MENA region. He has put forward several publications, including The News Me-
dia at War: The Clash of Western and Arab Networks in the Middle East (2017) (London: 
I.B. Tauris). 

Ravale Mohydin
Ravale Mohydin is a researcher at TRT World Research Centre. With 
graduate degrees from Harvard University and the University of 
Pennsylvania, her research interests include the political economy 
of media, strategic communications, public diplomacy, political ef-
fects of entertainment media as well as South Asian politics and 
society.



12    The Covid-19 Pandemic: A Global Outlook



The Covid-19 Pandemic: A Global Outlook    13

Part 1: 

A Global Outlook



14    The Covid-19 Pandemic: A Global Outlook

Brace for Impact: 
The Coronavirus Pandemic and 
the Brave New World to Come

By Dr Tarek Cherkaoui
Michael Arnold
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Introduction 
As the world continues to face the novel-Coronavirus pandemic, it is becoming increas-
ingly clear that certain foundational aspects of our world are set to change. While we are 
still in the early stages, a new horizon is starting to come into focus, one that includes 
outlines of major changes in political and economic governance. 

Crises such as what we are experiencing today provide us with the rare opportunity to 
look at society as a whole. In the past, global crises and plagues often dealt severe blows 
to the existing status quo. They caused tectonic shifts in the balance of power socially, po-
litically and economically, provoking the downfall of ruling elites and nations, and leading 
to the emergence of new forces. Although we are still in the early phases of the Coronavi-
rus pandemic, and its effects are yet to be assessed in toto, the fear it is causing in the four 
corners of the globe alongside its economic disruption is massive. Several experts have 
predicted that this crisis may accelerate the end of American global primacy. 

For example, Stephen Walt stated: “Covid-19 will also accelerate the shift in power and 
influence from West to East.  South Korea and Singapore have responded best, and China 
has reacted well after its early mistakes. The response in Europe and America has been 
slow and haphazard by comparison, further tarnishing the aura of the Western ‘brand’. 
This has led others, such as Josef Joffe, to warn of the potential ‘totalitarian appeal’ in the 
aftermath of the crisis. 

The many factors at play caution against any kind of concrete predictions; however, cer-
tain key elements are becoming apparent. These include the re-emergence of the state 
as the primary social and political actor, the allure of authoritarianism and the concomi-
tant potential for increased surveillance, as well as intensified challenges to the reigning 
international system, which are increasingly challenging our perhaps naïve conceptions of 
globalism and the level of strength we have often attributed to the ‘global order’. 

Of course, we have not arrived at this point overnight. There are systemic causes of the 
crisis that can be more concretely identified than the potential consequences, which not 
only allow us to see things more clearly in hindsight, but also lend themselves to the devel-
opment of prescription solutions to mitigate future global crises of a similar nature. Cuts to 
public health structures all around the world, fuelled by a blind faith in neoliberal logic,  the 
lack of leadership on global health issues demonstrated by the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) – largely the result of political expediency – and the rise of political demagoguery 
and the resulting politicisation of the crisis have all contributed to making the pandemic 
worse than it may have been otherwise.  

https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/03/20/world-order-after-coroanvirus-pandemic/
https://www.the-american-interest.com/2020/03/17/on-coronavirus-beware-the-totalitarian-temptation/
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Global Systemic Causes
Neoliberalism and the foreclosure of public 
health structures
Neoliberalism has been  defined  as an ideology and set of policies favouring a sharp 
“reduction of state interventions in economic and social activities and the deregulation 
of labour and financial markets, as well as of commerce and investments.” The problem 
with neoliberalism is that many people mistake it with liberalism. The reality is that the 
“neo” variant strips the traditional forms of liberal market ideals from wealth-redistribution 
mechanisms and most welfare-state attributes, social policies, and other safety nets, 
which were introduced in the mid 20th century in many nations to protect and enhance 
human life and dignity. It was in this context that health care became considered as a 
critical component of social policy along with education and social programmes. 

The neoliberal paradigm has been imposed structurally around the world. The World Bank, 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), amongst other international organisations, as well 
as the US government, have spearheaded this endeavour. Through stringent conditions 
on delivery of loans or aid, states were encouraged to implement privatisation combined 
with substantial public sector cutbacks. As a result, numerous economic and social pre-
rogatives were dropped in favour of multinational corporations. This paradigm shift is the 

Healthcare workers are seen at the IFEMA Convention and Exhibition Center which 

has been turned into a temporary hospital with a capacity of 5,500 beds due to the 

coronavirus (Covid-19) outbreak in Madrid, Spain on March 22, 2020. (Government 

of the Community of Madrid / Handout - Anadolu Agency)

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.2190/AP65-X154-4513-R520
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primary cause behind the dismantling of global health structures, along with other social 
welfare and workforce protection measures. 

In the US, the implementation of neoliberal policies was accelerated in the 1980s by the 
Reagan administration. These policies reduced the government’s responsibility for the 
health of populations. For example, Medicare, Medicaid and other programmes in the US 
were deeply affected. Emphasis changed from enhancing public health capacity and the 
accompanying prevention and care activities to pouring more taxpayers’ money into the 
more lucrative biomedical, biotech, and pharmaceutical solutions to disease. To make 
matters worse, the Clinton Administration removed the ‘reasonable pricing’ requirement 
for drugs made by big pharmaceutical companies that receive government funding. Such 
a decision has had a significant impact on both commercially developed Coronavirus test 
kits and vaccine development, both urgently needed at present.

Hence, Columbia University Professor Jeffrey Sachs questioned the American health 
care system’s ability to respond effectively to a health crisis like the coronavirus pandem-
ic, not just in terms of a lack of scientific research, but also by not having in place universal 
healthcare and allowing multinational corporations to dictate the availability and pricing 
of vaccines. 

Spain, which has been badly hit by the Covid-19 pandemic, has gone through this pro-
cess. After the 2008 financial crisis, the governing elites accelerated the implementa-
tion of neoliberal policies. In 2012, soon after winning the elections, the Partido Popu-
lar (PP)  passed  a law that significantly cut spending on health care, with reductions of 
13.7 per cent in 2012 and 16.2 per cent in 2013. These massive budget cuts are largely 
responsible for the dire situation that the Spanish health system is now facing. While Spain 
is one of the primary hotspots of the global pandemic, the Guardian observed “the coun-
try lacked essential equipment. Ventilators, protective clothing for doctors and coronavi-
rus tests are still only just being sourced.”

A similar phenomenon was observed in France. As the director of the Institut Rousseau, 
Nicolas Dufrene explains: “In 1981, there were 500,000 hospital beds in France. In 2006, 
there were 450,000 beds, whereas in 2020 there are less than 400,000.” After decades 
of neo-liberal policies, the French people, who used to believe that they have one of the 
best health systems in the world, have discovered that, in terms of acute care hospital 
beds, they are lagging behind other European countries, such as Germany (11.6 vs. 29.2 
per 100,000 people). This difference explains why hundreds of French Covid-19 patients 
are currently being treated in Germany. It could also elucidate why, despite being the 
third-worst-affected country by Covid-19 in Europe, Germany’s death toll has thus far re-
mained far lower than Italy, Spain, and France.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1757975908100746
https://theintercept.com/2020/03/02/coronavirus-vaccine-price-gouging-senate/
https://theintercept.com/2020/03/12/capitalism-vs-the-coronavirus/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(13)62649-5/fulltext
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/26/spain-coronavirus-response-analysis
https://twitter.com/nico_dufrene/status/1240935991084539904?s=20
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00134-012-2627-8
https://www.euronews.com/2020/03/28/eight-covid-19-patients-flown-from-france-and-italy-to-german-hospitals
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/covid-19-death-case-ratio-in-germany-successfully-low/1780645


18    The Covid-19 Pandemic: A Global Outlook

It is worthwhile noting that there have been multiple speeds in the adoption of neo-liberal 
policies and concomitant austerity measures with a direct impact on public health capac-
ities. Within the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the 
US has gone the farthest in this respect. It is the only OECD country without some form 
of universal health insurance. Healthcare coverage in the US is provided through a combi-
nation of private health insurance and public health coverage (e.g., Medicare, Medicaid). In 
2014, nearly 32.9 million Americans had no health insurance in addition to millions of oth-
ers who, in the words of Senator Bernie Sanders, are underinsured. Nor does the country 
have a universal healthcare programme. Therefore, it is expected that the US could have 
the highest fatality rate in the Covid-19 pandemic, far worse than China, Italy, and Spain. 

The WHO’s responsibility?
The global response to the Covid-19 epidemic has been mixed. The WHO has seen its 
actions amidst the rapid spread of the virus scrutinised. A series of failures in their strate-
gy has drawn flak, including its perceived subservience to China and its lack of leadership. 

The WHO’s status has been on a slippery slope since the late 1980s, when many devel-
oping nations reduced their contributions to the organisation due to their rising debts. 
This situation was largely the result of World Bank and IMF structural adjustment policies, 
which reduced national budgets significantly. As a result, the World Bank stepped in on 
the WHO’s turf,  becoming  the dominant international health player. Contributions from 
member states diminished significantly from 46% in 1990 to 21% in 2016–2017. In 2015, 
only 25% of the WHO’s programme budget came from membership dues. Therefore, 
since the 1990s, the WHO has obtained most of its funds from public-private partner-
ships (PPPs), which entails that the WHO’s agenda has become subject to the conditions 
of private donors and multinational corporations.

In the subsequent decades, while the organisation gained influence, it also lost sight of 
its priorities. Its ‘corporate embrace’ has epitomised its pivot towards neoliberalism in the 
last few decades, resulting in increased influence of private actors and their profit-making 
aims. Indeed, while the WHO has commendable attributes, its shortcomings have come 
to the front-front during this global pandemic.

With respect to Covid-19 and China’s role, the WHO displayed undue deference to an 
authoritarian state with a past of  covering up  deadly illnesses. As a key funder of the 
WHO, China minimised the gravity of the virus and applied pressure on the organisation 
to not adopt a contrary position. China first knew about Covid-19 in  late 2019, but did 
not acknowledge it officially and suppressed any damning information from doctors or 
whistle-blowers that wanted to raise the alarm. As China engaged in what amounts to a 
cover-up, they likewise did not admit to the human-to-human transmission capability of 
the virus until January 21, then already too late to stop or slow its spread around the world. 

https://www.dpeaflcio.org/factsheets/the-us-health-care-system-an-international-perspective
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/live-updates/general-election/fact-checking-the-second-democratic-debate/sen-bernie-sanders-on-the-health-care-industry/?arc404=true
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/us/coronavirus-us-cases.html
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(18)30734-7/fulltext
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29636266
https://www.businessinsider.com/china-wuhan-virus-sars-similarity-china-coverup-2020-1
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/13/first-covid-19-case-happened-in-november-china-government-records-show-report
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/20/world/asia/coronavirus-china-symptoms.html
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The WHO finally called a “public health emergency of international concern” on January 
30, sitting on its hands until then as a result of excessive deference to China’s govern-
ment. This was a weighty failure by the world’s preeminent international health institution, 
one that has had significant consequences. At the time of writing, there are over 800,000 
active cases world-wide, doubling every few days, and the delayed reaction of the WHO 
in questioning the Chinese government’s handling of affairs and failing to call a global 
emergency remain perplexing.  

The lack of leadership shown by the WHO is another failure of its response. While Chi-
na actively suppressed key information, WHO officials have claimed that the “world owes 
China a great debt” and have praised its efforts. They have chosen to instead focus on 
events after China alerted the world, with the cover-up and its significance overlooked by 
an organisation reliant on Chinese funding. A similar issue also surfaced during the SARS 
outbreak, when International Health Regulations (IHR) were then passed to allow the WHO 
to act on its own initiative, unilaterally declare outbreaks public health emergencies, and 
criticise nations that engage in bad faith handling of potential crises. Nevertheless, the IHR 
has proven to be toothless during this global pandemic with the WHO abdicating its lead-
ership role and deferring to the inherently subjective decision-making of member states. 
Additionally, while the WHO labelled travel bans as ineffective, the many countries that 
flouted this recommendation by imposing widespread travel-bans were not criticised. It 
was a missed opportunity for the WHO to display leadership and not just be effectively 
reduced to handling the statistical aspects of the outbreak. 

Furthermore, Tedros Adhanom’s, the current WHO Director-General, questionable record 
as Ethiopia’s Health Minister raises questions as to the extent to which the WHO’s man-
date has been politicised. In 2017, it was reported that the former Foreign and Health 
Minister of Ethiopia had employed a lobbying firm to shape his campaign for the position 
in the face of questions about his record. Perhaps most damning, during a 2008 cholera 
outbreak in Ethiopia’s Oromia in which scores of people died, the Ethiopian government 
failed to declare an outbreak reportedly for fear of economic repercussions. 

While the WHO has undertaken some positive actions during this pandemic, its failures 
have been laid bare. The WHO should have reacted sooner and not deferred excessively 
to one its major funders. China is indeed the largest contributor in terms of membership 
dues with $16.5 million for the year 2018 (followed by Brazil and Russia). Moreover, Chi-
na is strongly advocating for an increase in voluntary contributions and earmarked fund-
ing from Chinese state agencies and corporate firms. As the Wall Street Journal put it, 
“China’s importance to the WHO derives not so much as a current donor but as a future 
source of funds and a partner with which to tackle the biggest global health problems.” In 
this context, the WHO’s lack of leadership has been consequential, particularly regarding 
its decision not to criticise China for its cover-up. 
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From an aspirational point of view, the mandate of the WHO is an admirable one; global 
health governance is better served with an international organisation that puts collective 
needs at the centre. However, the gravity of the WHO’s series of failures in dealing with the 
Covid-19 pandemic suggest strongly that a reform of the status and remit of this organi-
sation should be high on the agenda.

The rise of demagogues
The rise of demagogues in the global public sphere could not have come at a worse time. 
The global health pandemic caused by Covid-19 has laid bare the inexperience and in-
eptitude of populist leaders for all to see. A common strategy has formed: first deny and 
delay, then obfuscate, then flip-flop and blame others. This is captured in the responses of 
various leaders, including US President Trump and Brazil President Bolsonaro.

Demagoguery has been in vogue ever since the surprise election of Donald Trump as US 
President in 2016. Ostensibly a move against the so-called establishment, voters elected 
a populist demagogue who thrives on misinformation and bullying. This sentiment has 
led to the rise of other leaders who also appeal to people’s prejudices, such as Brazilian 
President Bolsonaro. He likewise undertook a divisive campaign with a strong nationalist 
and ethnic pitch, and his inexperience was glossed over by voters wanting a candidate 
that seemingly wanted to fight for the man on the street. 
The negative impact of these leaders on the spread of the coronavirus is clear. In Pres-

US President Donald J. Trump declares a national emergency due to the Covid-19 

coronavirus pandemic, in the Rose Garden of the White House, in Washington, DC, 

United States on March 13, 2020. (Yasin Öztürk - Anadolu Agency)
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ident Trump’s case, he “has likely failed to mitigate the…widespread outbreak in the US” 
with a response that has ranged from the implausible to the surreal. He initially denied 
the scale of the global crisis, delaying the forming of a coordinated, government-wide 
response. He claimed that it was the Democrat’s “new hoax” and that the measures 
in place were sufficient. He then began obfuscating the impact of the virus on US soil, 
choosing the low-lying and rotting fruit of closing borders rather than adopting recom-
mendations of social distancing and shutting down non-essential businesses. In the end, 
President Trump flip-flopped and began recognising the severity of the crisis, now hold-
ing daily press conferences to inform the public of current efforts. While these have a 
rally-like tone most days, it is a far cry from the initial minimisation and claims from the 
administration of “close to airtight” domestic containment. The President is also engag-
ing in a regular blame-game, a roulette of sorts where responsibility is placed on every-
one but him. China is blamed for the spread of the virus; governors are blamed for not 
treating the administration well; doctors are blamed for prioritising public health over the 
economy; the media is blamed for covering events; and Obama is blamed for the limited 
number of available hospital masks. Indeed, the Covid-19 clear and present danger has 
exposed the rhetorical acrobatic games of the Trump administration.

Likewise, President Bolsonaro has had a tough time applying the populist rulebook in this 
crisis. He denied the significance of Covid-19 and its rapid spread, initially referring to it as 
a “fantasy”. As a result, he delayed any measures that could have mitigated the impact of 
the virus in Brazil. He then began obfuscating vis-à-vis the extent of the danger the out-
break poses, accusing the media of fuelling up unnecessary hysteria. He put Italy’s death 
toll  down  to a colder climate and an elderly population, further neglecting the urgency 
of the situation. Finally, he also flip-flopped and is now encouraging people to be careful 
not to transmit the virus. Staying true to the Trumpist form, he has also blamed the media 
for its exaggerated reaction and blamed some Brazilian states for incorrectly adopting a 
“scorched earth” approach of closing down businesses and public transport.

While Covid-19 is wreaking havoc on healthcare systems and the world economy, the 
chickens are coming home to roost for demagogues. They have been forced to handle 
the consequences of their inexperience, with the usual strategy of falsehoods and intim-
idation showing their futility in the face of an invisible enemy. The rise of populism does 
not bode well for the future of democracy, and the pandemic has exposed its many faults. 

Towards an Uncertain Future  
One of the most salient questions that experts of all stripes are grappling with is whether 
or not the Covid-19 outbreak will mark the inauguration of a turbulent new political, eco-
nomic, and social era. While there remain those whose faith in the apparent victory of the 
post-Cold War ‘theology of progress’ has yet to be shaken, even more liberally-minded 
observers seem to be coming around to what is increasingly a consensus that many as-
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pects of the world are likely to change. Like global crises before, the aftermath of the Cov-
id-19 pandemic is likely to see ideological and intellectual shifts with subsequent changes 
in approaches to policy making. What remains to be determined is what direction these 
shifts may take. We are still in the early days, therefore the temptation to forecast particu-
lars should be avoided. We can, however, discern a number of broad outlines of questions 
and issues that we are likely going to have to face. 

The re-emergence of the state
While reactions to the emergent pandemic have differed markedly, one thing that they all 
share in common is that they have been state-led. This requires some clarification as it 
may seem like a self-evident fact that central governments would take the lead in a crisis. 
However, the trajectory of international interdependency and what has effectively been 
an orthodoxy of devolution of powers associated with neoliberalism, as discussed above, 
tells us that things may have been otherwise. 

The situation in the European Union (EU) is perhaps most illustrative of this. Firstly, as the 
crisis has played out, it has become clear that the nation-state has reasserted itself as 
the primary actor, over and above any supranational organisation, the EU included. As 
things stand today, it would appear as though states have respectively closed ranks and 
returned to an approach that prioritises national interests. Germany and France, for ex-
ample, blocked the export of medical supplies in a bid to ensure their own capacity as the 
crisis grows, a move which drew criticism from fellow EU members. Furthermore, Italy’s 
request for assistance in dealing with what has now become the epicentre of the pan-
demic was effectively denied by fellow EU-member states, leaving it to China to respond. 

Hard hit countries have imposed harsh measures in an effort to stem the spread of the 
virus, leading to the shuttering of borders across the Schengen zone. EU officials have 
tried to demonstrate intra-European solidarity by banning the export of medical supplies 
outside of the Union, which as the German and French cases mentioned above demon-
strate, were effectively superseded by national interests. 

The same could be said about responses around the world in general. From China to 
Canada, the re-emergence of the state as the prime political actor is being observed in 
real time, bucking analytical trends that foresaw supranational structures and multilateral 
organisations as representing humanity’s socio-political future. All over the world, states 
have been implementing and announcing social and economic measures that are largely 
unprecedented in the post-Cold War world that has been so thoroughly dominated by the 
laissez-faire logic of neo-liberalism.

In France, Germany, and Italy, Europe’s three hardest hit countries, governments have an-
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nounced unprecedented rescue packages worth hundreds of billions of Euros designed 
to mitigate the economic effects of the crisis for both industry and households. There 
has been talk of harnessing the European Stability Mechanism as an additional resource 
and Spain has recently called for a EU-wide approach akin to the post-World War II Mar-
shall plan. However, it remains to be seen if EU initiatives, even if enacted, will be used to 
serve the bloc as a collective or merely to re-enforce the individual priorities of its mem-
ber-states. 

From North America - where the United States Senate has announced a ‘bail-out’ worth 
$2.2 trillion, far outstripping the $800 billion injection following the 2008 financial crisis, 
and Canada has announced the possibility of using a war-time production law to boost 
the manufacturing of medical equipment  – to Asia, governments all around the world are 
announcing massive state-led economic interventions, the likes of which have not been 
seen since World War II. 

The level of state penetration into social and economic affairs in response to the Cov-
id-19 outbreak will in all likelihood endure. What we seem to be witnessing is the return 
of the state as the ‘Leviathan’, the supreme protector of public welfare. The post-Cold 
War orthodoxy of smaller government, privatisation and the elevation of the logic of 
‘technocratic management’ to all things, public and private, may now begin to be rapidly 
unravelled. This is, of course, not wholly new. The 2008 financial crisis has had a lasting 
legacy, with the appropriateness of what can be termed hyper-capitalism increasingly 
questioned. The current crisis seems to have, in effect, burst the flood gates opened in 
the aftermath of 2008.   

In this context, a number of interesting discussions have emerged, or re-emerged, to be 
more precise, regarding the state’s role in ensuring public welfare. For example, the idea 
– in some form or another – of a universal basic income, or UBI, have been announced by 
the UK, Canada, and the United States, while states such as Indonesia and Malaysia and 
China are set to expand their flagship cash-transfer programmes.  In a recent article pub-
lished by the Brookings Institute, World Bank official Ugo Gentilini states that one-off cash 
transfers could play a significant in fighting the economic and social consequences of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. In the wake of what many experts say is likely to be a deep recession, 
the discussion is likely to expand to more permanent and universal forms of UBI, such as 
that proposed by Andrew Yang, the recent and unsuccessful candidate for the Democrat-
ic party nomination in the United States.  
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(Sefa Karacan - Anadolu Agency)

Towards a state of surveillance?
As the crisis has unfolded, governments around the world have imposed understanda-
bly harsh measures in an effort to stem the spread of the virus. These range from the 
above-mentioned closure of borders, travel bans, and mandated shutdowns. In some of 
the hardest-hit regions in Italy, Spain, and France, mandatory lockdowns have been im-
posed. In China’s Wuhan, ground zero for the outbreak, a draconian 60-day lockdown 
seems to have had some measure of success in slowing down the spread of the virus. In 
the height of a crisis such as the world is witnessing today, the threshold for governments 
to implement what some have called ‘draconian’ measures is understandably reduced. At 
the same time, there are a number of interventions, which continue to raise some serious 
concerns and may provide a window into the future of surveillance. 

China stands out almost archetypically in this regard. In addition to its strict lockdown of 
almost 50 million people in Hubei province, the Chinese state has introduced Covid-19 
specific surveillance mechanisms, adding to the already widespread use of mass sur-
veillance in in the country. Specifically, the authorities have introduced a QR code system 
consisting of three different codes to designate and inform authorities of the risk each 
individual poses for spreading the virus. Using data acquired from smartphones, the app 
categorises individuals as either being able to move freely, requires them to quarantine for 
seven days if they have travelled to a high-risk area, or mandates that a full quarantine is 
necessary. 

In Hong Kong, ostensibly acting independently from the central government in Beijing, 
electronic bracelets have been fitted to travellers arriving at the territory’s airport that are 
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synced with their smartphones in order to allow authorities to keep track of their loca-
tions. Should they happen to leave their quarantine area, a message is sent to security and 
health authorities and the individual is apprehended. 

In Israel, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu authorised the internal security service, 
the Shin Bet, to utilise the country’s cyber monitoring mechanism normally deployed for 
tracking ‘terrorism’ suspects. In response to criticisms from opposition politicians, Ne-
tanyahu effectively forced the authorisation through via emergency decree, saying that 
“we have no choice… we are now fighting a war that forces us to take special measures.”

Governments and corporations alike have deployed increasingly sophisticated technol-
ogies designed for mass surveillance, and what may be on the horizon is something right 
out of science fiction movie. What Yuval Noah Harari recently referred to as a transition 
from “’over the skin’ to ‘under the skin surveillance’”, in the wake of the pandemic gov-
ernments may increasingly have recourse to record not only our locations, travel hab-
its, preferences, and so forth, but perhaps also biometric data up to and including the 
physiological reactions produced by our emotional responses. Data collection of this sort 
undoubtedly represents a challenge to privacy, but also – more importantly – arguably 
threatens the very meaning of what it means to be human. 

While it may be true that these represent the darker side of the slippery slope of surveil-
lance, history reminds us that short-term emergency measures have a habit of outlast-
ing the emergencies that conceived them. In this sense, the Covid-19 pandemic may be 
remembered as a watershed moment in the history of surveillance as much as for the 
economic and human toll it wrought. 

The allure of authoritarianism 
The apparent ‘success’ of not just authoritarian states, but more importantly authori-
tarian-like measures, in stemming the flow of the outbreak has the potential to lead to 
what Josef Joffe referred to in a recent article for American Interest as the ‘temptation of 
authoritarianism’. He argued that the apparent successes of the Chinese government in 
combating the outbreak have made some romanticise the type of state power and capac-
ity that China was able to deploy. His argument echoed the sentiments of a highly circu-
lated piece in the Atlantic from Zeynep Tufekci, in which she argued that an authoritarian 
allergy to bad news, coupled with what can perhaps best described as a sycophant syn-
drome that is characteristic of authoritarian regimes, resulted in meaningful action being 
significantly delayed. As Joffe points out, rather than locking up doctors, China could have 
closed Wuhan airport, which serves thirty-two cities around the world. 

Other commentators, such as the Brookings Institute’s Shadi Hamid, have been keen to 
point out the difference in terms of reaction to the virus between authoritarian states and 
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democracies, and even more keen to shoot down any attempts to make moral equiv-
alencies between them. There has been an attempt to frame the post-pandemic world 
– whatever it turns out to be – as being characterised by an ideological battle between 
‘autocracy’ and ‘democracy’. Yet, it seems in some ways as though this perspective is 
itself stuck in the very paradigm that many rightfully argue may be under threat. 

To posit the post Covid-19 pandemic future as an ideological battle between ‘autocracy’ 
and ‘democracy’ misses the mark mainly because it obscures the totalitarian nature of the 
modern state itself. In other words, the modern state that emerged in earnest in the 19th 
century has, arguably by its nature, extended authority over human beings in fundamen-
tally unprecedented ways. This tendency derives largely from what James C. Scott refers 
to as the ‘problem of legibility,’ in his book Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to 
Improve the Human Condition Have Failed. By seeking to gain a ‘synoptic view’ of their 
respective peoples and societies, the modern state has been provided the capacity for 
large-scale social engineering projects by leaning on its ideologised faith in progress, sci-
ence and rationality, and – more often than not – political authoritarianism. China’s ‘Great 
Leap Forward’ and Russian industrialisation offer two examples where projects ostensibly 
meant to improve the lives of people went disastrously wrong. We should not be so naïve, 
however, to think that a slide towards authoritarianism requires an authoritarian political 
system. Emergency situations have a tendency to foster conditions that can lead to in-
creasingly authoritarian measures, which have the potential to become more permanent 
fixtures in the socio-political landscape. 

Modern states, whether ‘authoritarian’, democratic, or – like much of the world – some-
where in between, have consistently extended their reach over their respective societies, 
and there is no reason to think that this will change. The shift towards massive surveillance 
was already taking place, whether through corporate or state power or some combination 
of the two. What the pandemic does is merely accelerate a historical process that has 
been underway since the 19th century. This does not entail inevitability. However, to avoid 
moving towards what may turn out to be a dystopian endpoint will require political will 
combined with intellectual rigour and a high level of civic engagement. Whether we count 
ourselves to be living in a democracy, an autocracy, or one of the many grey zones in be-
tween, all of us will likely be faced with similar challenges as our anxieties and fears drive 
us towards accepting previously unacceptable solutions in the short and medium-terms 
without necessarily thinking through the long-term implications. 

In countries such as the UK and France, concerns have already been raised in this regard. 
Emergency measures in the UK have set up a potential clash between personal liberties, 
privacy, and public health measures. Under these measures, authorities will have the pow-
er to detain individuals they believe to be infectious and to take samples of their blood or 
saliva by force. In France, there have been reports of stricter enforcement of the lockdown 
rules in the poorer, socially marginalised districts of Paris. 
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None of this is inherently deterministic of course. South Korea, Japan, and Taiwan have 
been lauded as models for the world to follow in their approaches to combating the 
spread of Covid-19. Measures taken by these countries have so far proven effective in 
‘flattening the curve’. From the beginning of the crisis, governments in these countries 
have communicated frequently and openly with their people. They have taken initiatives 
that have been strictly followed by their populations. The authorities in these countries 
seem to have maintained the trust of their populations; culturalist explanations aside, this 
appears to be a key factor here. Levels of trust in government in many Western countries 
– let alone countries with highly corrupt and oppressive political leadership – seems to be 
lacking. This is made increasingly difficult in societies, such as the United States, where 
conspiracy theories about the virus abound and where the highest authorities in the land 
have not only communicated ineffectively, but have also arguably spread misleading, if not 
down-right false, information. 

Challenges to the world order
How the pandemic might shape geopolitics in the years to come remains an open ques-
tion. In a more immediate time frame, one dynamic that we are currently witnessing, which 
will likely colour a significant part of the conversation in the near to medium-term future, 
is the issue of national isolation versus international solidarity. A pandemic is an example 
of a global emergency par excellence and requires a global strategy and a willingness 
to cooperate in order to facilitate an effective response. So far, these elements seem to 
be lacking on any kind of scale that would make such an approach effective, although 
these are still early days and there remains the possibility that this could emerge as the 
crisis evolves. A recent G20 meeting held by teleconference and hosted by Saudi Arabia – 
which chairs the G20 for 2020 – seemed to confirm that international diplomacy has been 
somewhat paralysed by the pandemic. Despite what US President Trump rereferred to 
as a ‘tremendous spirit’ amongst G20 member-states, no actual pledges or coordinated 
plans were made.  

Certain actors will no doubt seek to exploit the situation in order to further an agenda 
that necessitates increasing the level of doubt in the international system. In this effort, 
they have had unlimited help – ironically – by those who have benefited the most from 
the post-World War II world order. It would seem as though the pandemic itself has ac-
celerated a process in which the foundations of the international order have increasingly 
come into question. This includes notions of democracy, progress, freedom, and all the 
other catchwords associated with a post-Cold War agenda advanced by the US and its 
allies. For better or worse – and in many cases in may be the latter option – the pandemic 
is likely to increase this sense of uneasiness, providing an even wider path for the rise of 
revisionist, right-wing nationalist movements throughout the world. As the Director of the 
Moscow Carnegie Center recently wrote, “the Kremlin believes the shortcomings of the 
international response have validated key aspects of its worldview.”
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While we cannot be certain at this stage of the fate of the international system and its 
balance of power, it seems likely that the Covid-19 pandemic will only serve to accelerate 
the geopolitical shifts that have been taking shape in past years.  

Conclusion
As the response to the pandemic unfolds in the next weeks and months, a clear picture of 
its aftermath will slowly begin to appear. If most of the reliable projections are correct, the 
spread of Covid-19 – even if slowed down – is likely to result in millions of deaths across 
the world, in addition to the widespread severe economic hardship that is predicted. The 
pandemic has exposed the frailties of the global order and the neoliberal logic on which so 
much policymaking over the last decades has been based. A sub-microscopic microbe is 
all it took to knock billions of humans off their illusion of security.

It will take a truly insensate world to pretend that our current systems, dominated by ne-
oliberal capitalism and plutocratic leadership, are not badly flawed. Accordingly, unless 
sensible, practical, and effective options are put forward, the grip of the plutocracy on the 
world will not be lessened, and may even be strengthened, as the allure of autocracy is 
allowed to dull our senses. 

The prospects for demagoguery will likely be undimmed. Demagogues have few, if any, 
moral qualms about bending reality to suit their narrative. Today, the ability to control 
enough of the masses to sustain power is profoundly affected by the psychological pow-
er of social media and the technological ability to fool any of us through a manufactured 
“reality”. Although social media will not be a prominent part of the Covid-19 story, it will be 
a huge player in the writing of the history of the pandemic. It would be wise, for the moral 
health of the world, to find a way to keep the salutary benefits of unfettered communica-
tion free from the propaganda that often flows down the social-media pipeline. This may 
prove to be an insurmountable task, but the attempt to achieve it has not yet been made 
in earnest.

Interest in state-led measures as a means to alleviate economic insecurity, such as a uni-
versal basic income, will grow. That economic insecurity exists across much of the planet 
is now abundantly clear. States, one way or another, have responded to this pandemic 
by promising people money to stabilise their personal finances. Indeed, there is no other 
remedy. The benefits of having a safety net system in place at all times will not be imme-
diately clear, but there will be more space than ever before to explore this concept. While 
questions abound, just as we look back today on the 1918 pandemic and grasp how it 
both damaged and improved the world, future historians will hopefully be able to say the 
same about this troubling time. 

https://arabicpost.me/opinions/2020/03/24/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D8%B8%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%84%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%B9%D8%B5%D8%B1-%D9%83%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%88%D9%86%D8%A7/
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Background 
A month ago, the Coronavirus Outbreak was thought of as a Chinese problem. Today, it is 
wreaking havoc across the globe. While it took 3 months to reach 100,000 cases of sick 
people globally, it took only 12 days to reach 200,000 and 4 days to reach 300,000. This is 
a warning for what we should expect in the coming days. Governments around the world 
are taking extraordinary measures in an attempt to slow the spread of the virus and relieve 
their overburdened health systems. Millions of people have been asked to stay home and 
limit their social contact. Many governments have closed borders and locked down entire 
cities. However, according to health official, we are still far from the peak and the situation 
is expected to worsen.

This extraordinary environment is tipping the American economy into what will probably 
become one of its worst economic crises since the Great Depression and will almost cer-
tainly lead to a global recession. Demand for goods and services has dropped significant-
ly, forcing many businesses to cease operations entirely while others are barely active. 
Small and medium-sized businesses are already, willingly or not, closing, and big busi-
nesses are cutting employment. According to some estimates, half of all American jobs 
may be lost in the very near future, which will cut demand even further, creating a vicious 
cycle which economists are familiar with from depressions. Financial markets are in free 
fall everywhere and investors cannot see the light at the end of the tunnel. Some analysts 
expect a V-type recovery in the US after the virus is contained, however, this depends on 
economic response of the government as much as the efforts of health officials.

The American administration is deploying its entire economic arsenal in order to curb the 
economic impact of the outbreak. The US Federal Reserve will feed the financial market 
with unlimited liquidity while the government is working on plans to provide financial assis-
tance to all segments of American society as well as key businesses. The ongoing situa-
tion seems to be unprecedented not only in terms of the depth of the economic crisis it is 
creating but also in terms of the state response to rescue the economy. Plans to distribute 
cash to all households represent unprecedented policy applications. It remains to be seen 
if these measures will be enough to stabilise the economy.

This paper first discusses the impact of the Coronavirus Outbreak on the US economy 
thus far and provides a trajectory about what to expect in terms of economic damage 
in the short to medium term. It then discusses American policy-makers’ response to the 
ongoing crisis via monetary and fiscal channels, which aims to mitigate the economic 
consequences. Finally, it discusses the global ramifications of the Coronavirus Outbreak. 
The paper concludes that most of the economic damage can be short-lived and global 
economy will probably bounce back towards the end of this year, but country-level effect 
depends on governments’ effectiveness in supressing the spread of the disease and use 
of measures to support the economy in the meantime.
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An Unprecedented Crisis 
The coronavirus outbreak is already affecting economies around the world in a number of 
ways. Firstly, spending. Even in this age of online spending, if you are unable to leave your 
house, it is a bit difficult to consume. So far, more than 80 million Americans in various 
states, including California, New York and Illinois, three of the largest states of the US, have 
been ‘ordered’ to stay home except to buy food and medicine. Moreover, employees are 
being asked to work from home and many more are in self-imposed isolation in line with 
government advice. Consequently, demand for vast economic activities including trans-
portation, fast-food, hospitality, and leisure activities have drastically declined. 

This lack of demand strains businesses. As people are spending much less, small shops 
struggle to pay the rents and wages and many are looking at the prospect of closing if 
they have not already. In some place, they are being forced to close by government de-
cree. The governor of Pennsylvania, for instance, ordered the closure of all nonessential 
businesses, which means shop owners and chain stores will lose tremendous income for 
an uncertain period of time. As expected, this also feeds into unemployment, which will 
suppress demand even further. Therefore, there will be a broad-based loss of income and 
employment across the American economy. 

Last week, applications for unemployment assistance in the US jumped by 33 per cent 
from the week before, surging to 281,000. This week, it reached 3.3 million. To put this into 
perspective, this is four times the record level in the American history, which was set in the 
1982 recession. However, according to analysts, this is still the tip of an iceberg. There 
are 14 million jobs in the leisure and hospitality sectors alone in the US and a considera-
ble share of these jobs will most probably be lost within a few weeks. Moody’s Analytics 
reports that in total, 27 million jobs are at high risk due to the virus in the US. Along with 
leisure and hospitality, this includes jobs in transportation and travel, temporary help ser-
vices and the oil industry. 52 million jobs are at moderate risk in sectors such as retail, 
manufacturing, construction and education. It is increasingly likely that approximately 10 
million of these jobs will be affected either via layoffs or wage reductions.

According to JP Morgan analysts, the unemployment rate is expected to multiply in the 
coming weeks and reach 20 per cent from the current 3.5 per cent. This figure is on par 
with the Great Depression of 1929 and 2008 Global Financial crisis, and marks an ironic 
turn of events since late January, when President Trump’s Commerce Secretary Wilbur 
Ross said the outbreak in China may “help to accelerate the return of jobs to North Amer-

ica, some to the U.S…” The American labour market is highly flexible, which contributes to 
the deepening of the effect on unemployment compared to European economies. In the 
US, employers are often not obliged to pay severance pay and most workers are on ze-
ro-hour contracts, meaning the number of hours they work is flexible and can be reduced 
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by the employers as they will. In other words, in times of crisis there are no breaks on 
layoffs which can limits the loss in employment. 

The effects of the outbreak have extended to manufacturing as well. Honda North America 
became the first to announce that it is suspending production in its four US-based facto-
ries. Shortly thereafter, Ford closed one factory in Michigan after a worker tested positive 
for Covid-19. Most recently, several major car producers, including Ford, General Motors, 
and Fiat-Chrysler have declared that they will be partially shutting down their plants, in line 
with their agreement with the United Auto Workers union, which had asked car producers 
to suspend production to protect their workers from the spread of the disease. This mean 
150,000 workers will now remain at home. This number is likely to increase as the virus 
spreads to different corners of the country. Already other producers, such as Tesla, are 
under pressure. Moreover, business activity in other segments of manufacturing is also 
on the decline. 

All in all, the US economy is bracing for a major recession in the second quarter of 2020. 
Some estimates reach as low as a 30 per cent reduction in output compared to the same 
period last year. JP Morgan expects a more moderate reduction of around 14%. It should 
be said, however, that it is a little too early to make such estimates because we do not 
know how long and deep this trend is going to last and will largely depend on how suc-
cessful countries can be in containing the virus. Most analysts seem to be optimistic and 
expect a V-type recession. In other words, they foresee a sharp recovery after the out-
break is taken under control. However, this may also turn out to be an L-type depression, 
similar the Great Depression of 1929, which means slow growth may last for some time. 

President Trump seems overly optimistic about a swift recovery. Recently, he said he 
wants the US economy to be ‘opened up’ by Easter. Certain segments of business may 
go back to work at least partially, and some others may even continue to be fully operative, 
however, a return to complete normalcy by mid-April is not only improbable but, according 
to health officials, may also end up with a healthcare disaster and even larger economic 
costs in the long run. In the unlikely event of the Trump administration resuming business-
es as normal, the spread of the virus will accelerate, causing mass hospitalisation and high 
mortality rates, which may also lead to panic and social disturbances. Furthermore, even if 
they do not attempt to reopen businesses earlier, such remarks signal to the markets that 
the Trump administration is taking the issue lightly. In all likelihood, a complete reopening 
will not happen until mid-summer at the earliest.

The timing of the recovery is important because US elections are scheduled to take place 
in the last quarter of 2020. Perceptions of American voters may have significant implica-
tions for the prospects for a second-term Trump presidency. If voters are convinced that 
recession was nothing more a short-term divergence from the long run trend, and the 
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government handled the situation well, this may benefit President Trump in his re-election 
bid. However, if the slow down continues after the pandemic is contained, Trump may face 
unexpected challenges in his bid for re-election. Regardless, by the end of 2020, we will 
see a smaller US economy and unemployment will be considerably higher.

Rescue Plan: A Comprehensive  
Government Response
The size and scope of the government response has to match the size and scope of the 
crisis. Some have made analogies with the 1929 Great Depression and the famous New 
Deal which followed it. After the 1929 Great Depression, millions of Americans lost their 
jobs and economic growth lagged for years to come. It took an extensive and deep gov-
ernment spending programme, named the ‘New Deal’, between 1933 and 1939 for the 
American economy to recover. President Franklin D. Roosevelt injected massive govern-
ment funds to boost economic activities and break the vicious cycle between low de-
mand and unemployment described above. The depth of the depression may indeed be 
comparable with the Great Depression, and having realised this, American policymakers 
seem ready to respond with a substantial economic package. The Government and the 
Fed have already acted to stabilise economic activity.

The first responder to the prospective crisis was the Fed. In an emergency meeting, the 
Fed lowered interest rates to near zero levels and announced the purchase of $700 billion 
worth of Treasury Bonds. These steps are critical because over the next few months, most 
businesses will need to borrow in order to survive and continue making their payments. 
Banks will need liquidity to provide credit to these organisations. Accordingly, the Fed is 
making it cheaper to borrow and pump money into the economy so the financial system 
can function as a cushion and provide the necessary support for real businesses to con-
tinue their operations after the pandemic is over. This is one big exception to the New Deal 
analogy because in 1937, the Fed did the exact opposite and increased interest rates, 
which axed Roosevelts efforts and led to the extension of the crisis until the end of 1930s. 
Lowering interest rates and pumping liquidity will help, however, it is nowhere near suffi-
cient for countering the economic recession the US will be facing. In the global financial 
crisis of 2008, these monetary measures were, to some extent, effective because at the 
time interest rates were high and Fed had enough space to lower interest rates to create 
a substantial effect. However, after ten years of quantitative easing and low interest rates, 
erasing what is left of its benchmark interest rate will not be enough. The Fed went one 
step further and also enacted an emergency lending program, which was last used during 
the 2008 crisis. The Fed will use its emergency authority to provide direct loans - which 
may reach trillions of dollars of liquidity - to mutual funds to keep the money market op-
erational. 
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To complement the monetary channel, notable economists have advised an aggressive 
fiscal policy response from the government, one that is similar to the New Deal. Kenneth 
Rogoff, for instance, who is an expert on government default and known as a defender 
fiscal conservatism in normal times, agrees that governments should spend enormously 
to avoid a complete economic shut-down. According to Rogoff, World War II is a better 
analogy for the current situation than the Great Depression, and just like in war, the gov-
ernment can and should spend without limit. He claims that an unemployment surge and 
growth slowdown will probably be worse than the 2008 crisis at least in the short run and, 
considering that the US is a 23 trillion-dollar economy, it will require the American govern-
ment to commit trillions of dollars to help the economy survive a 2-3 month shut down.

Senate leaders and the White House have most recently finalised a 2 trillion-dollar pack-
age to rescue businesses and help workers during the epidemic. The legislation includes 
direct one-time cash payments of $1,200 to all adult Americans and $500 to children, 
which amounts to a check of $3,400 for a family of four. Furthermore, the package will 
provide $850 billion in loans and grants to small businesses and corporations, including 
airline companies and cruise lines, that have been affected by the pandemic, $150 billion 
in aid to local governments, and increased funding for an enhanced unemployment assis-
tance programme for workers who lost their jobs due to the pandemic. It also includes an 
$100 billion spending programme on the health-care system and health workers so that 
they can build capacity for the epidemic as much as possible. 

This is indeed a massive fiscal stimulus, surpassing anything we have seen in the past. 
However, it is highly likely that we will see more coming in the near future. Millions of private 
sector workers in the US do not have paid-leave and they will not have medical coverage 
once they are unemployment. Most recently, congress has finally made coronavirus tests 
free for all, but this does not help those who get sick because treatment is very expensive 
for those who are uninsured. Unless drastic action is taken, the current state of America’s 
extremely market-based health care system and fragile labour regulations will probably 
multiply the suffering of the American people, financially and health-wise.

It may sound too early to talk about what will happen after the epidemic, considering that 
the US is still preparing for the perfect storm ahead of it, but there are already discussions 
of how to prevent the ongoing recession turning into a long-term depression. This would 
be a repeat of the Great Depression, when it took 10 years for the US economy to turn 
back to its pre-crisis levels in terms of economic size. The fact that the US has already 
had 10 years of low growth since 2008 makes this scenario even grimmer. Even before 
the pandemic, there were already calls for a paradigm shift in policy making to improve the 
economic outlook. Now, the case for a more proactive government which dares to use 
aggressive fiscal policies is stronger than ever. In fact, it is plausible to say that we have 
already entered an era where everyone expects governments, instead of central banks, to 
act in order to solve economic grievances.
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Global Ramifications
As the US and Europe are heading towards a major recession, China is barely recovering 
from its own recession. In the first two months of 2020, Chinese industrial output fell by 
13.5% compared to the same period a year earlier. In fact, even before the Coronavirus 
epidemic, China had already been experiencing a growth slow-down for a few years. Par-
ticularly following the escalation of trade disputes with the US, 2019 marked the lowest 
industrial expansion in China for last 18 years and lowest economic growth in 29 years. 
The Chinese economy was expected to make a comeback in 2020. Now, this is impossi-
ble. The Chinese economy is expected to grow around 1 per cent, which was previously 
estimated at 6 per cent prior to the outbreak. 

The effects of a pause in Chinese manufacturing is obviously not limited to the Chinese 
economy. China is at the centre of global supply chains and accounts for 20% of global 
production, producing crucial inputs for major global companies and using high amounts 
of primary products mostly from developing countries. The disruption in the last three 
months in the Chinese economy, in and of itself, is a reason for a global slowdown with 
important consequences for both developing and developed economies. Even without 
the pandemic, global producers were under stress due to supply chain disruptions. Some 
critical intermediate goods are still in low supply and we do not know how long it will take 
for Chinese manufacturing to once again work in full capacity.

Even though China currently seems to have got the first wave of the disease under con-
trol, this does not mean that Chinese manufacturing is back on track. A big recession in 
the US and other Western economies will significantly reduce the demand for Chinese 
manufacturing products. In other words, Chinese manufacturing going back to normal 
does not mean anything if there is no one to buy the output. If anything, the problems of 
the Chinese economy are expected to deepen in the coming months. Unfortunately, this 
is true for other emerging markets as well. There will be a serious drop in global demand, 
especially for primary products, for at least two quarters. Of course, apart from this lack of 
demand, most emerging market economies are preparing to, or are already going through, 
their own epidemic crisis. Since the start of the crisis, $83 billion has already flown out of 
emerging market economies.

According to JP Morgan, the Euro zone will experience an even deeper contraction than 
the US economy. Their estimate  s show that in the first and the second quarters of 2020, 
GDP will shrink by 15% and 22% respectively. However, unemployment will not rise as 
much as it will in the US. This is because European labour market, especially in countries 
like France and Germany, is stricter compared to the American labour market. Similar to 
the Fed, the European Central Bank has launched an $820 billion loan fund to finance gov-
ernment and corporate debt across the Eurozone. After the announcement, addressing 
criticism for weak action, ECB President said in a tweet, “Extraordinary times require ex-



The Covid-19 Pandemic: A Global Outlook    37

traordinary action. There are no limits to our commitment to the euro. We are determined 

to use the full potential of our tools, within our mandate”.

In the meantime, almost all European governments have already committed gigantic fiscal 
stimulus packages to help their economies. One extreme example is the British govern-
ment, which announced a £350 billion bailout package for businesses as well as pledging 
to pay 80 per cent all wages up to a maximum of £2,500 so employers do not lay off 
workers. Underlining the conditions, Prime Minister Boris Johnson said, “We must act like 

any wartime government and do whatever it takes to support our economy.” Germany has 
also announced a €822 billion package to rescue businesses and help workers and the 
self-employed during the crisis.

Despite massive spending packages, rescue plans, cash distribution, and unprecedented 
government intervention across the world, the global economy is expected to grow min-
imally in 2020. The IMF predicts that the global economy will probably contract in 2020 
for the first time since 2009 and the recession will be as bad as the 2008 financial crisis. 
The IMF’s Director, Kristalina Georgieva, while praising government efforts to contain the 
epidemic and stabilise their economies, pointed that more will probably be needed “es-

pecially on the fiscal front.” Georgieva also said the IMF is ready to support government 
action in a substantial way and 80 countries have already applied for financial aid. The IMF 
has $1 trillion of lending capacity. The IMF also predicts that recovery at the global scale 
will start in 2021.

Outlook
As the coronavirus continues to spread, collapsing health-care systems across countries, 
rich and poor. Health officials agree that we are far from the end of this pandemic, and in 
the coming days and weeks, we will see more health systems failing to provide enough 
hospital beds and intensive care units for the sick. Consequently, hundreds of thousands 
of more people will get sick and death toll will exponentially rise. This obliges governments 
to take extraordinary actions to supress the spread of the disease and protect their cit-
izens. Some countries are already in complete lockdown; others will follow suit without 
doubt.

The American economy is at a relatively earlier phase of the epidemic. If the epidemic 
follows the current trajectory, it will get substantially worse. One way or another, millions 
of Americans are cut off from the economy and will be so for some time. People will stay 
home, which means they will not be able to produce economic value, and neither can they 
spend as much as they used to. Consequently, the US economy is bracing for one of its 
worst ever economic depressions. National output will fall, unemployment will rise, and 
most Americans will suffer economically. This will be an unprecedented crisis not only 
in size but also in nature. Unlike other economic crises, the government does not try to 
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incentivise people to go back to work and businesses to invest. On the contrary, it is or-
dering them to be home and stay safe.

There is still a lot government can and should do. In this warlike situation, the Fed will 
provide unlimited liquidity to banks, local governments, and diverse businesses so as to 
keep them alive until the storm passes. It remains to be seen how successful this will be. 
The government will also provide direct cash support to all households and enhance the 
unemployment assistance. This will not only help them survive as long as they are not able 
to go to work but also incentivise them to stay home and slow the epidemic. The Senate 
has also enacted a massive fiscal stimulus plan to prepare the health system to build ca-
pacity for the coming crisis. 

In the best-case scenario, the epidemic will be controlled and supressed sooner rather 
than later, and economic life will go back to normal after a swift recovery. Strong and timely 
economic interventions by the American state are crucial for this scenario to materialise. 
If the economic interventions are effective, this will help both the disease to be taken un-
der control as quickly as possible and businesses to survive the shut-down so that they 
can be ready to hire people back when it is over. However, it is more likely that when the 
epidemic is over, full recovery of the American economy will require considerable time 
and a comprehensive government programme. We will see more discussions of what 
governments should do and less talk of free-markets self-correcting without government 
intervention. There will arguably be more proactive, Keynesian governments everywhere, 
trying to improve national economic potential.
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Introduction 
If we take March 12th, the day the incentivise declared the coronavirus (Covid-19) out-
break to be a pandemic, we have entered the second month of what appears to be the first 
pandemic that has been captured and covered, almost synchronously, around the world. 
This is certainly not the first, and unfortunately extremely unlikely to be the last, deadly 
pandemic in human history. As of April 28th, 2020, the coronavirus pandemic is reported 
to have killed approximately 211,000 people around the world. From the Black Death of 
the 14th century to the Spanish Flu of the 20th century, many other pandemics killed far 
larger a proportion of the world’s population than the coronavirus is likely to kill. 

There are nonetheless several peculiarities of the coronavirus pandemic, which might 
lead to greater transformations in domestic and international politics than those triggered 
by previous pandemics in the modern age such as HIV/AIDS or the Spanish Flu. The most 
immediate difference is the instantaneous global media coverage and the concomitant 
battle for interpreting the unfolding of the pandemic. Not a day passes without specula-
tion about grandiose political and world-historical transformations the pandemic might 
trigger, although commentators differ greatly on what those transformations might be. 

Democracy or Authoritarianism? 
Among the first questions many observers asked following the recognition of the corona-
virus outbreak as a pandemic is captured in one of the numerous comparative research 
projects that took off almost simultaneously with the pandemic: “Will democracy doom 
us or save us?” The question as to whether democratic or authoritarian regimes are more 
successful in dealing with disasters has attracted significant attention from scholars over 
the years. In fact, the claim that democracies are far better in fighting disasters, rang-
ing from earthquakes to epidemics, is very commonly accepted and thus this argument 
quickly resurfaced in the discussions around the current situation. Some may, and already 
do, view the coronavirus pandemic as an opportunity to test the hypothesised linkage 
between democracy and disaster prevention around the world. Despite the purported 
advantages democracies have over autocracies, some observers also feared and spec-
ulated that the coronavirus pandemic might erode democratic regimes, including in the 
United States.  

There is also the opposite, albeit less popular argument, that authoritarian regimes might 
be more successful in fighting natural as well as man-made disasters, including climate 
change. The purported success of the highly authoritarian, if not totalitarian, Chinese re-
gime in fighting coronavirus, which the regime actively employed in a global public re-
lations campaign, worried Western democracies, triggering publications and research 
projects meant to investigate whether “authoritarian or democratic countries handle pan-

http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-emergencies/coronavirus-covid-19/news/news/2020/3/who-announces-covid-19-outbreak-a-pandemic
https://www.timesleader.com/interactives/775866/coronavirus-active-infections-map
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_Death
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spanish_flu
https://www.binghamton.edu/political-science/covid-response/corona/index.html
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2010-07-15/disaster-politics
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2020/02/18/diseases-like-covid-19-are-deadlier-in-non-democracies
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/02/why-democracies-are-better-fighting-outbreaks/606976/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/03/30/authoritarianism-coronavirus-lockdown-pandemic-populism/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/04/americas-covid-19-disaster-setback-democracy/610102/
https://www.economist.com/asia/2019/09/21/are-dictatorships-better-than-democracies-at-fighting-climate-change
https://www.economist.com/asia/2019/09/21/are-dictatorships-better-than-democracies-at-fighting-climate-change
https://thediplomat.com/2020/02/the-message-behind-chinas-insta-hospital/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/02/the-message-behind-chinas-insta-hospital/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/03/31/do-authoritarian-or-democratic-countries-handle-pandemics-better-pub-81404
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demics better.” There is also research suggesting that some natural disasters, such as 
major storms, “deteriorate democratic conditions” and create “oppressive governments,” 
but there is also preliminary research that suggests the opposite. Finally, there is also a 
more convincing historically-rooted claim that epidemics often lower economic inequal-
ity, which might also support a more consensual form of government to the extent that 
lower inequality increases the bargaining power of the average citizen. Without passing 
any judgment on whether the evidence amassed on either side is conclusive or not, it is 
fair to say that there is no consensus on the answer to this question as of yet. 

At this early stage of the pandemic, there is no discernible pattern of a democratic or 
authoritarian advantage in terms of cross-national fatality figures linked to the coronavi-
rus. For example, among the four countries that were hit hardest in the first wave of the 
pandemic in March 2020, two of them are undoubtedly authoritarian polities (China and 
Iran), whereas the other two are almost universally considered to be consolidated democ-
racies (Italy and Spain). Moreover, among these four, the democratic countries reportedly 
had much higher fatality rates per capita than the non-democratic ones, although there 
is reason to suspect that China and Iran may have deliberately reported lower than actual 
fatality figures, with one study arguing that the coronavirus cases in China “may have been 
four times the official figure,” suggesting a magnitude of falsification that is not possible 
in an even minimally open or semi-democratic country with a competitive political regime. 

State Capacity and Healthcare 
Systems  
Beyond the popular debate over the effect of regime type on disaster management, the 
coronavirus pandemic is likely to rekindle another long-lasting, albeit somewhat more ac-
ademic and technocratic debate on the measurement and impact of state capacity. For 
many decades now, some have argued that what matters more in explaining variation in 
states’ ability to achieve their goals is not their regime type, but rather their infrastructur-
al capacity and institutional design. Samuel Huntington’s famous book, Political Order in 
Changing Societies, published more than fifty years ago at the height of the Cold War, 
begins with the following crisp statement: “The most important political distinction among 
countries concerns is not their form of government but their degree of government.” 
There are many debates and disagreements about how exactly one can measure state 
capacity. “State capacity is a quality conspicuous both in its absence and presence but 
difficult to define,” as Cullen Hendrix stated in his work on different measurements of state 
capacity, including no less than “15 different operationalisations of state capacity.” For 
example, [the] ability to successfully collect taxes (e.g., tax revenue as a percentage of 
GDP) and the ability to conscript soldiers are among the common measurements of state 
capacity. 

https://transform.iema.net/article/natural-disasters-creating-oppressive-governments-new-study-finds
https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2020-2c2fm
https://press.princeton.edu/books/paperback/9780691183251/the-great-leveler
https://press.princeton.edu/books/paperback/9780691183251/the-great-leveler
https://www.thedailybeast.com/us-intelligence-concludes-chinas-coronavirus-numbers-are-fake-bloomberg-reports
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-52194356
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/03/irans-coronavirus-problem-lot-worse-it-seems/607663/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/23/china-coronavirus-cases-might-have-been-four-times-official-figure-says-study
https://www.amazon.com/Political-Changing-Societies-Stimson-Lectures/dp/0300011717/ref=reader_auth_dp
https://www.amazon.com/Political-Changing-Societies-Stimson-Lectures/dp/0300011717/ref=reader_auth_dp
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It might be considered common sense to think that greater state capacity would result in 
a more effective fight against the coronavirus pandemic. However, even if true, this prop-
osition alone hardly provides a clear-cut measurement. Relatedly, the dimension of state 
capacity that makes the most difference in fighting a pandemic is unclear. Does the ex-
istence of a large conscript army, one of the common proxy measurements for military 
capacity, and/or the success in collecting a larger share of taxes matter more in fighting 
the coronavirus? With the exception of healthcare capacity, which I briefly discuss below, 
there is no definitive answer regarding whether - and which - other dimensions of state 
capacity would make a remarkable difference in fighting the coronavirus pandemic, let 
alone a clear recipe for augmenting relevant aspects of state capacity. 

Healthcare systems are readily recognised as one of the most important aspects of state 
capacity as it relates to anti-coronavirus efforts. The cross-national variation in terms of 
capacity, ownership, provision, and regulation of healthcare around the world, including 
in the advanced industrialised Western polities most affected by the pandemic, namely, 
France, Italy, Spain, and the United States, is significant. As critically reviewed by Tarek 
Cherkaoui, this variation is not primarily a result of variation in healthcare expenditure. For 
example, the United States spent more than three times as much on health per capita 
($10,586) than Spain ($3,323) in 2018, and yet both Spain and the United States had 2.4 
acute care hospital beds per 1,000 people in 2017. In short, spending vastly more money 
on health per capita does not necessarily guarantee higher healthcare capacity. Some 
countries provide healthcare benefits primarily or exclusively through public health care 
systems, whereas some provide them primarily through private insurance schemes, and 
yet many others offer a combination of public and private healthcare schemes. Then there 
are the institutional legacies such as the “network of health centres formed by the Soviet 
Union in the 1920s” to fight the bubonic plague, which may now support efforts to fight 
the coronavirus in about half a dozen post-Soviet states including Russia, as reported by 
the New York Times. In short, the coronavirus pandemic provides a global test of the com-
parative advantages, disadvantages, and efficacy of various private and public healthcare 
systems. Nonetheless, state capacity and healthcare infrastructure are not the only fea-
tures that factor into the struggle against the coronavirus; societal norms and hygiene 
practices may also play an important role. 

https://researchcentre.trtworld.com/images/files/policy_briefs/Under-the-Weather.pdf
https://researchcentre.trtworld.com/images/files/policy_briefs/Under-the-Weather.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/15/world/europe/coronavirus-plague-russia-soviet-union.html
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Culturalist Explanations: Do Confucian, 
Islamic, or Scandinavian Norms Help in 
the Fight Against the Coronavirus?
What if rather than, or at least in addition to, state capacity and more specifically health-
care infrastructure, other societal features provide a comparative advantage to some 
countries over others in their fight against the coronavirus? For example, South Korea is 
widely praised as being among the most successful countries in containing the spread 
of coronavirus early on and minimising coronavirus related fatalities as a result. Similarly, 
Vietnam is often cited and discussed as another success story in terms of its response to 
the coronavirus pandemic. Likewise, Taiwan’s success has been recognised and arguably 
advanced because of its geopolitical and symbolic significance as the democratic alter-
native to Beijing’s public relations campaign presenting itself as a model for fighting the 
pandemic. In addition to these three, Japan, Hong Kong, and Singapore, each with a differ-
ent political system, have all been discussed as success stories, prompting the Financial 
Times to ask what lessons can be drawn from the East Asian experience in containing the 
coronavirus. 

The perception and/or reality of East Asian countries’ success in fighting coronavirus, 
regardless of their very different political and economic systems and geopolitical orien-
tations, led some observers to suggest differences in cultural and religious traditions, 
specifically Confucianism, that purportedly gave East Asian countries an advantage over 
Western countries. 

“Lee Sung-Yoon, an international relations professor at Tufts University, said traditions of 
Confucianism in countries like China, South Korea, and Singapore gave ‘the paternalistic 
state a freer hand in exercising authority’ during an emergency… Mr Lee said the use of 
tracking bracelets to enforce the coronavirus quarantine in Hong Kong and South Korea 
would likely not be tolerated in Italy or Sweden.” (Christina Zhou, “Why are Western coun-
tries being hit harder than East Asian countries by coronavirus? ABC News, 24 April 2020). 

In various early comparisons of East Asia versus Western Europe, the “Confucian empha-
sis on respect for authority [and] social stability” was noted. In this vein, Bruno Maçaes 
argued that one witnesses “the clash of civilisations” in East Asian and Western reactions 
to the coronavirus pandemic. More specifically, after identifying “Singapore, Taiwan, Hong 
Kong and South Korea” as “the most successful societies in tackling Covid-19 through 
social distancing and similar suppression measures,” Greg Sheridan singles out the West-
ern tradition of “civil disobedience” as the main cultural factor underlying alleged Western 
failure in combatting the coronavirus. The Economist likewise identified “privacy” as “the 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/23/test-trace-contain-how-south-korea-flattened-its-coronavirus-curve
https://thediplomat.com/2020/04/the-secret-to-vietnams-covid-19-response-success/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/04/taiwans-success-is-the-bane-of-beijings-global-coronavirus-propaganda/
https://www.ft.com/content/e015e096-6532-11ea-a6cd-df28cc3c6a68
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-24/coronavirus-response-in-china-south-korea-italy-uk-us-singapore/12158504
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-24/coronavirus-response-in-china-south-korea-italy-uk-us-singapore/12158504
https://www.wsj.com/articles/east-vs-west-coronavirus-fight-tests-divergent-strategies-11584110308
https://www.wsj.com/articles/east-vs-west-coronavirus-fight-tests-divergent-strategies-11584110308
https://www.nationalreview.com/2020/03/coronavirus-and-the-clash-of-civilizations/
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/commentary/coronavirus-the-wests-civil-disobedience-its-a-trend-to-die-for/news-story/cec21a178a549c53e94bfc7e2433df37
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EU’s unofficial religion,” which it argued is now being challenged by governmental meas-
ures against the pandemic. However, many others strongly disagree with the claim that 
Confucian religious-cultural values, such as obedience to authority, are responsible for 
the purported success of East Asia in containing the pandemic. 
 
There is also a popular version of the religious-cultural values argument among Muslims, 
although less noted in the Western media. American Muslim academic and activist Khaled 
Beydoun tweeted that “the whole world is imposing ‘Sharia Law’ without even knowing it” 
in response to various measures taken to fight against the pandemic, such as “continual 
washing of hands, zero-interest loans, limited touching, use of bidets, helping the poor 
financially.” Likewise, in response to an Islamophobic tweet about the dangers of Mus-
lim immigration to the United States, Johana Bhuiyan of the Los Angeles Times noted 
that “everyone’s washing their hands five times a day”, “covering their face”, “not shaking 
hands,” and “avoiding bars” to protect against the coronavirus, and quipped that “you’re 
all Muslim” in a tweet that got more than 35 thousand retweets and 180 thousand likes. 
In a similar vein, Craig Considine wrote in Newsweek: “Do you know who else suggest-
ed good hygiene and quarantining during a pandemic? Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, 
over 1,300 years ago.” 

Other practices common amongst Muslims, such as not entering the house with shoes 
on, became more widespread and/or recommended as a protective measure. Also, prac-
tices that are specific to some Muslim countries, such as the use of Ottoman-era co-
lognes as hand sanitizers, have been noted for their role in the fight against coronavirus. 
Given these developments, Murat Sofuoglu of TRT World summarised the hopeful mood 
among many Muslims by asking whether “Islam’s emphasis on hygiene make a difference 
in a pandemic.” At the same time, some other observers, such as Germany’s Handelsblatt, 
suggested more recent phenomena such as digitalisation, online shopping, and social 
media usage to explain why Turks have been rather successful in “social distancing.”

Confucian values and Islamic hygiene are not the only religious-cultural norms that have 
been emphasised as providing an advantage in fighting against the coronavirus pandem-
ic. Scandinavian, more specifically Swedish, norms were also suggested as already pro-
viding the necessary “social distancing” recommended to prevent the spread of the coro-
navirus. In this vein, Swedish journalist Lisa Bjurwald wrote: “skype-based relationships? 
No hugging? For Swedes, that’s not social distancing. That’s just life.” As such, Bjurwald 
maintained, “we were practising the coronavirus lifestyle long before the virus hit.” Such a 
coronavirus-compatible Swedish lifestyle is at least in part a result of Sweden’s large terri-
tory, low population density, and dispersed settlement, as Bjurwald noted, and all of these 
factors, cultural, demographic, and geographic may have played a role in Sweden not 
adopting as strict political-administrative measures to enforce social isolation as some 
other European countries. On the other hand, the fact that Sweden has recorded a much 

https://www.economist.com/europe/2020/04/25/privacy-in-a-pandemic
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/04/02/confucianism-south-korea-coronavirus-testing-cultural-trope-orientalism/
https://www.wired.com/story/taiwan-is-beating-the-coronavirus-can-the-us-do-the-same/
https://twitter.com/KhaledBeydoun/status/1240930688712560642
https://twitter.com/JMBooyah/status/1245537894732726273
https://www.newsweek.com/prophet-prayer-muhammad-covid-19-coronavirus-1492798
https://www.haberturk.com/yazarlar/muhsin-kizilkaya-2291/2638982-kapinin-onundeki-ayakkabilar
http://www.bbc.com/travel/story/20200407-turkeys-unique-hand-sanitiser
http://www.bbc.com/travel/story/20200407-turkeys-unique-hand-sanitiser
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https://www.politico.eu/article/social-distance-swedish-style/
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higher infection and death rate per capita than all of its Nordic neighbours so far can be 
interpreted as preliminary evidence disconfirming the alleged advantage of the Swedish 
way of life in the fight against the coronavirus pandemic. In short, many commentators 
have made arguments suggesting that Confucian, Islamic, and/or Scandinavian (perhaps 
more generally Lutheran) cultural values and lifestyle may provide advantages in fighting 
the coronavirus. Similar to the arguments based on political regime type, state capacity, 
and healthcare systems mentioned above, only time will tell whether any of these reli-
gious-cultural arguments will be confirmed or disconfirmed as the cross-national varia-
tion in coronavirus-related fatalities takes shape in the coming months. 

Social Distancing, Herd Immunity, or 
Local and National Quarantines?
Countries cannot radically overhaul their healthcare systems or state capacity overnight, 
let alone change their religious and cultural traditions, while facing an ongoing pandemic. 
That is why much of the heated discussion once the pandemic was well underway fo-
cused on the ideal policy response(s) governments should adopt to effectively contain 
the infection and minimise fatalities.  

In a popular op-ed and simulation that appeared in the Washington Post and contributed 
to the global popularity of the epidemic-related idiom, “flatten the curve,” Harry Stevens 
argued that among four different potential approaches to the coronavirus pandemic, 
which he labelled as a free-for-all, attempted quarantine, moderate distancing, and ex-
tensive distancing, the two forms of social distancing appear to be the more successful 
in simulations, with “extensive [social] distancing” being the best method in limiting the 
number and peak of infections. 

In the critical early days of the pandemic, however, many policy-makers in the Western, 
and especially the Anglo-American world, most notably and explicitly in the United King-
dom, seemed to advocate a policy that came to be known as “herd immunity.” The policy 
aiming to reach “herd immunity” as soon as possible most closely resembles the “free-
for-all” scenario in Harry Stevens’ simulations mentioned above. The discussion of this 
approach was widely criticised as a major health policy debacle and the UK government 
was later reported to have backed off from the plan.

Another policy option that became rapidly popular, if not hegemonic, as the coronavirus 
spread exponentially in many parts of the world has been quarantines of various scales, 
also known as “lockdowns,” ranging from very local to regional to national. Local or re-
gional quarantines have been implemented in a number of places early on, most notably 
in Wuhan and other cities of China as early as January 23rd, 2020. Italy also imposed local 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2020/world/corona-simulator/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2020/world/corona-simulator/
https://www.independent.co.uk/topic/herd-immunity
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2020/03/coronavirus-pandemic-herd-immunity-uk-boris-johnson/608065/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/2020/03/uk-backed-off-on-herd-immunity-to-beat-coronavirus-we-need-it/
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lockdowns in late February “covering eleven municipalities of the province of Lodi in Lom-
bardy, and affecting around 50,000 people.” However, by March 8th, much of Northern Italy 
was placed under a lockdown, affecting approximately 16 million people. Two days after 
that, a national quarantine was announced, the first of its kind at the national level during 
the coronavirus pandemic. 

The relative merits and demerits of different approaches and policies have been the top-
ic of the most heated debates. While lockdowns and extensive measures of social dis-
tancing appear to have slowed the increase in the rate of fatalities and, hence, helped 
to “flatten the curve” almost everywhere they were implemented, critics of lockdowns 
or extreme measures of social distancing argue that the economic downturn that such 
measures will lead to is likely to result in as many, if not more, fatalities than the corona-
virus pandemic otherwise would in some of these countries. Many policy-makers, who 
are obliged to take both sets of considerations very seriously, have sought to balance 
these risks by imposing the optimal amount of quarantines and social distancing meas-
ures while simultaneously allowing as much economic activity (production, consumption, 
distribution, etc.) as possible. 

After the Deluge 
Many commentators speculate that the coronavirus pandemic will trigger momentous 
political, economic, and social transformations, although they differ vastly on the direction  
those transformations might take. However, more comparative historical oriented schol-
ars have already indicated some useful patterns. One such pattern noted above is the 
tendency of epidemics to lower economic inequality, in part by making capable workforce 
more scarce, and hence increasing the bargaining power of employees against employ-
ers. On another positive note, based on historical patterns, Barry Posen argues that in 
general, “sickness slows the march to war” among all parties involved and it is very much 
possible “that the coronavirus crisis will last long enough to change the world in important 
ways, some of which will likely dampen the appetite for conflict for some time—perhaps 
up to five or ten years.” Thus, adopting these optimistic interpretations of the likely conse-
quences of the pandemic, after the deluge, the survivors may reasonably expect to live in 
a more equal and peaceful world. 

It would be reasonable to assume that a significant increase in the bargaining power of 
workers and ordinary citizens would be accompanied by a more vocal demand for free 
and universal healthcare provision in countries where this does not already exist. However, 
all good things do not necessarily go together, and it is not possible to know whether free 
and universal healthcare would be a benefit provided as part of a responsive democratic 
political platform or a benefit accompanied by an increasingly intrusive authoritarian state.

The aftermath of the coronavirus pandemic might also witness an increased demand for 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2020_Italy_coronavirus_lockdown
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residential dispersion away from overcrowded urban city centres, especially in East Asia, 
Western Europe, and North America, which have had some of the highest rates of fatal-
ities. Residential dispersion in and of itself might not necessarily be a negative develop-
ment, however, if it is accompanied by more voluntary isolation, such a trend may lead to 
a further decline of civil society and social capital, which was already very low in some re-
gions and/or declining for decades in others. Another common societal pattern following 
pandemics in history has been the rise of messianic and millenarian sects, which include 
religious-spiritual cults but also secular revolutionary movements. 

There are also more specific geopolitical developments that were already underway, 
which the coronavirus pandemic might accelerate. One such development concerns the 
future of the European Union. The other concerns the future of China, both developments 
being critical to the future structure of the international system and balance of power. In 
the view of some scholars, such as Wolfgang Streeck, the European Union was already “a 
liberal empire [that] is about to fall” due to Brexit. If anything, the coronavirus pandemic has 
augmented demands for exiting the European Union in the member states hardest hit by 
the disease. Italy is a prime example of this phenomenon. According to Elis Gjevori writing 
for the TRT World, a “new poll in Italy already shows the political impact the coronavirus is 
having on Italy and their relationship with the EU with 88 per cent saying that the ‘EU is not 
helping us’,” and “Germany and France were condemned by other EU member states for 
blocking the export of vital medical supplies, calling into question the bloc’s solidarity in 
times of crisis.” In short, many among the elite and the masses perceive the unfolding of 
the coronavirus pandemic as a test for European solidarity that EU member states have 
so far failed.

The coronavirus pandemic is widely expected to have significant economic repercus-
sions as well. If anything, the coronavirus pandemic has augmented fears in the West of 
a coming Chinese hegemony. In this vein, David Wallace-Wells asked whether the coro-
navirus is “ushering in a Chinese future” while Patrick Wintour, the Diplomatic Editor of 
the Guardian while discussing the “winners and losers in new world order” shaped by the 
pandemic, similarly worried about “state responses to the virus shifting the balance of 
power between China and the West.” From a more strictly economic point of view, David 
Kelly, Chief Global Strategist at JP Morgan Asset Management, claimed that “the overall 
outlook for East Asia is quite good relative to other regions of the world… in economic 
terms and probably in market terms in the second half of 2020.” There certainly was an 
anticipation of China’s rise to regional, if not global hegemony among many analysts be-
fore the coronavirus, however, the pandemic seems to have triggered a more open dis-
cussion of this prospective. However, the fact that the pandemic began in China, leading 
to accusations by many leading figures around the world that China failed to alert other 
countries in time or suspend international flights from Hubei to prevent the global spread 
of the coronavirus, might have significantly eroded any soft power China had accumulat-
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ed over the years. 

The political, economic and social consequences of the coronavirus pandemic are nu-
merous and still unfolding. Much depends on which countries will survive the pandemic 
with comparatively fewer fatalities per capita and a smaller contraction of their econo-
mies. Such economic and demographic outcomes will likely facilitate or perhaps acceler-
ate wider domestic political, societal, and international transformations. 
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Overview -  
Turkey as a Pandemic-
Response Case Study
Introduction 
As the world continues to deal with the immediate impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, Tur-
key provides an interesting model of how the outbreak can be handled both domestically 
and internationally. Although the number of confirmed Covid-19 cases in Turkey puts the 
country in the top 10 in terms of caseload, the death rate is lower, and the recovery rate 
remains higher than most of the other countries on this unfortunate list. Perhaps most im-
portantly in terms of the human cost, the death rate increase is half of what it is the United 
States, the country most hard-hit pandemic. Moreover, the country has now reached a 
testing capacity of nearly 40,000 per day according to the Health Ministry, putting Turkey 
into the top 10 countries in terms of the testing rate, as well as the total number of tests 
carried out. Increased testing capacity has allowed health authorities to take necessary 
measures to identify, isolate and treat Covid-19 infected patients which seems to be 
bearing fruit as the daily confirmed infection rate in the country is reportedly down from 
15 to 9 per cent among people tested, according to official statistics. With early signs 
pointing to relative success in managing the pandemic, this report presents a detailed 
overview of Turkey’s response and preparedness in several key areas, including health-
care, international cooperation and the economy. 

A quick response 
Early measures taken by Turkish authorities following the first confirmed cases of Cov-
id-19 on March 11th included the closing of schools and universities, most cafes and tea 
houses, targeted curfews (initially for citizens 65 years of age and up and then extended 
to those under 20), promotion of social distancing practices, and the quarantining of over 
10,000 pilgrims returning from Arabia, all of which significantly helped Turkey avoid an Italy, 
Spain or US-like disaster. Measures taken in response to the first confirmed cases only tell 
part of the story, and despite some setbacks and what could have been missed opportu-
nities early on, Turkey’s overall preparedness has given it a fighting chance and effectively 
managing the pandemic many other countries have not had. 

In early January, as the potential global threat from the virus was becoming abundantly 
clear, the Turkish Ministry of Health established the Coronavirus Scientific Advisory Board, 

https://www.dailysabah.com/turkey/coronavirus-infection-rate-down-by-one-third-in-turkey/news
https://english.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2020/3/21/turkey-removes-benches-as-elderly-refuse-to-stay-home
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consisting of experts in numerous fields including infectious diseases, virology and inten-
sive care medicine. Later on, in January, thermal cameras were installed at airports and 
passengers arriving from China were subject to additional screening and possible quar-
antine. By February, as the virus was spreading rapidly through Iran, Turkey’s neighbour, 
border crossings were closed, and flights to and from China were suspended. Interna-
tional travel was severely restricted by mid-March, and although critics have been quick 
to argue that the government did not suspend international travel early enough, the timing 
of Turkey’s decision largely coincided with other countries that have not faced the same 
criticism that Turkey has.

(Source: Anadolu Agency)

Turkey acted quickly in its fight against 
Covid-19 through early implementation 
of country-wide measures 

While European countries started 
to take mass measures 39-54 days 
after the emergence of their first 
Covid-19 cases, Turkey took action 
within the first few days
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Institutional preparedness 
Turkey’s longer-term level of preparedness is perhaps the most notable element that has 

become apparent, as the virus spread throughout the country. As discussed in more detail 
in the following sections, heavy investment in the health sector over the last two decades 
at a time when many advanced economies were retreating from investing in publicly fund-
ed social welfare programmes, resulted has resulted not only in a universally-accessible 
health care system but has also provided a bulwark against the potential overwhelming of 
the system witnessed in Europe and the US. The construction of ‘city’ hospitals in Turkey’s 
major metropolitan areas are also now proving their worth. 

Most recently, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan opened the Basaksehir City Hos-
pital with a capacity of 2,686 hospital beds. Speaking at the event, Turkey’s Health Minis-
ter, Fahrettin Koca said that, “just as all city hospitals in Turkey, all the beds at Basaksehir 
City Hospital – 2,686 beds – have intensive care equipment, and all can be used for in-
tensive care when necessary.” This is a critical point that should not be overlooked. While 
many countries continue to struggle with ICU capacity issues, Turkey’s 47 ICU beds per 
100,000 people have put such anxieties to rest barring a massive surge in the hospitalisa-
tion rates. Significant investment in health care infrastructure has put Turkey ahead of the 
curve when it comes to dealing with some of the more difficult challenges the pandemic 
has posed to health care capacity in other countries, which will be examined more thor-
oughly in the sections below. 

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/health/turkish-president-opens-giant-city-hospital-in-istanbul/1811561
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(Source: Anadolu Agency)

Steps taken by 
countries to fight 
the Covid-19 pandemic

As the challenges posed by Covid-19 have become 
more apprarent, states have taken a variety of 
measures in many areas, including: healthcare 
services, work arrangements, the economy and 
educational institutions.
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International cooperation and 
leadership
One of the most notable aspects of the pandemic has been the stark demonstration of 
the level of interconnectedness that rapid globalisation has brought us over the last few 
decades, the good, the bad and the ugly of it. Today, largely unprecedented challenges 
have been put not only to national governments but also to international organisations on 
how cooperation can be maintained or even enhanced in a time of crisis. These challeng-
es present both unique opportunities to foster global solidarity as well as the potential of 
being exploited by authoritarian and populist leaders. Recent measures taken by Hunga-
ry’s Viktor Orban as part of his ‘Enabling Act’ have served to stifle the free flow of informa-
tion that is so crucial to successfully manage the Covid-19 pandemic. While critics of Tur-
key’s government have been quick to accuse its leadership of prioritising political survival 
over the health of its citizens, the facts unequivocally do not lend support to this arguably 
exaggerated perspective. Not only has the Health Minister been providing detailed daily 
updates on the situation, but tools have also been developed – such as the creation of a 
coronavirus contact-tracing mobile app – to keep Turkish citizens up-to-date on the latest 
information, ensuring their ability to take measures to protect their own health. 

Despite facing one of the highest confirmed caseloads of Covid-19 in the world, Turkey 
has demonstrated a high level of international cooperation amid this ongoing global cri-
sis. As discussed below in the section on International Responsibility, the country has 
responded to numerous requests for assistance, particularly with regards to filling supply 
gaps in medical equipment, from around the world. Some notable examples include the 
UK, Spain and Italy – all NATO allies – as well as regional partners in the Balkans and even 
rivals such as Israel. Despite the often-negative rhetoric often directed at Turkey regarding 
its approach to international diplomacy and politics, as will be discussed below, the coun-
try has maintained consistency in its geopolitical worldview and diplomatic outlook, which 
reserves a significant place for ‘humanitarian diplomacy’. 

https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/hungary-covid19-viktor-orban-pandemic-dictatorship-by-laszlo-bruszt-2020-04
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/04/08/the-coronavirus-will-destroy-turkeys-economy/
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/latest-on-coronavirus-outbreak/turkey-to-use-contact-tracing-app-to-detect-coronavirus/1804425
https://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/81574
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Turkish Industry and Technology Minister Mustafa Varank (Front C), wearing a 

face mask as a preventive measure against the coronavirus (Covid-19), poses 

for a photo with the Turkish engineers of the domestic respiratory devices at the 

opening of the first phase of the Basaksehir City Hospital in Istanbul, Turkey on 

April 20, 2020. (Raşid Necati Aslım - Anadolu Agency)

Mobilising industry and managing 
the economic impact
The economic consequences of the pandemic are only beginning to be understood. In a 
recent report published by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the global economy is 
set to contract by as much as 3 per cent in 2020 as a result of the pandemic. This would 
be worse than during the 2008-2009 financial crisis. Recovery is not predicated upon 
wishing-away the pandemic, but on:

“Substantial targeted fiscal, monetary, and financial market measures to support affected 
households and businesses domestically. And internationally, strong multilateral cooper-
ation is essential to overcome the effects of the pandemic, including to help financially 
constrained countries facing twin health and funding shocks, and for channelling aid to 
countries with weak health care systems.”

As discussed in detail in the section on Turkey’s economic response to the pandemic, the 
country faces a significant risk from a global recession, particularly as it comes off the 
back of Turkey’s recent recovery from its own recession and ongoing issues with current 

file:///Users/erhan.agirgol/Desktop/TRT%20WORLD/Outlining%20Turkey%20response%20Covid19/As%20a%20result%20of%20the%20pandemic,%20the%20global%20economy%20is%20projected%20to%20contract%20sharply%20by%20–3%20percent%20in%202020,%20much%20worse%20than%20during%20the%202008–09%20financial%20crisis.
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account balances. According to the Moody’s rating agency, the pandemic could make the 
economic situation in Turkey even worse: “the risk of an acute balance-of-payments crisis 
has been magnified by the coronavirus outbreak, as illustrated by an acceleration in cap-
ital outflows and dwindling foreign exchange reserves.” In response, Turkish authorities 
have announced measures (discussed in detail below) to provide relief to both affected 
households and businesses across the country by deploying both monetary and fiscal 
measures designed, among other things, to provide emergency credit to industry and re-
lief to families impacted by the economic slowdown. Maintaining consistency with regards 
to the policy of preferring alternatives to dealing with the IMF, Turkey has instead sought 
credit swaps amongst G20 member-states and other means of alleviating its financial 
burdens without having to succumb to an IMF bailout, with the inevitably difficult condi-
tions that would accompany it. 

Furthermore, Turkish industrial power has been maintained despite the economic slow-
down and has shown its strength at meeting immediate needs medical equipment and 
adapting to newly emerging supply-chain conditions. A case in point is the manufacturing 
of ventilators discussed by President Erdogan at the opening of the Basaksehir City Hos-
pital on April 20th. According to the President, Turkey will produce 5,000 medical ventila-
tors by the end of May. 

This demonstrated capacity of Turkish industry also holds huge potential, as the world 
moves into a post-pandemic phase. As the IMF estimates a 7.5 per cent reduction of 
GDP in the Eurozone in 2020 and 6.5 per cent in the UK, Turkey’s main export market and 
source of tourists, Turkey can potentially reap the benefits of what will undoubtedly be 
increased investment in health infrastructure by supplying badly-needed equipment via 
its innovative manufacturing capacity, and its geographical  proximity to the Euro-zone. 
As a reliable and stable trading partner to the EU, Turkey has massive potential to take ad-
vantage of what will likely be a reconsideration of the dependency of supply chains from 
China, and may itself become a manufacturing hub not only for the health sector, but also 
for high-tech industries in the Eurozone. 

While there are lessons to be learned, both in terms of the response to the pandemic itself 
and its potential aftermath, Turkey’s approach thus far has demonstrated a high level of 
preparedness and sophistication. This particularly relates to Turkey in contrast with oth-
er emerging economies, but also increasingly when compared to Europe and the United 
States, particularly in terms of cooperation and regional leadership. The following report 
provides a detailed outline of Turkey’s response thus far and seeks to assess future op-
portunities and lessons learned so far accompanied by an understanding that the situa-
tion remains fluid. For Turkey as for much of the rest of the world, the next weeks will prove 
critical in terms of the human toll taken by the pandemic, as well as the effectiveness of 
measures taken. 

https://www.nytimes.com/reuters/2020/04/14/business/14reuters-health-coronavirus-turkey-funding-analysis.html
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/health/turkish-president-opens-giant-city-hospital-in-istanbul/1811561
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/health/turkish-president-opens-giant-city-hospital-in-istanbul/1811561
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Turkey’s Healthcare 
System
Responsive healthcare
Ever since news of the pandemic broke worldwide, with Turkey’s first confirmed case reg-
istered on March 11th, the country has been introducing and enforcing a number of public 
healthcare measures, escalating curfew and lockdown measures on the most vulnerable, 
combined with various social assistance programmes, to combat the outbreak. The Gov-
ernment had, for example, stockpiled the medicines hydroxychloroquine and favipiravir a 
month and a half before the first confirmed case emerged. Only a day after the first case 
was registered, schools and universities were closed in favour of online education. But it 
is the country’s overall advanced public healthcare system that has been the backbone 
of a comparatively successful campaign thus far against Covid-19, with a mortality rate 
of 2.15% as of April 18th. 

As the Turkish Health Minister Fahrettin Koca has publicly stated, the country does not 
rank as high as other countries in terms of doctors per 1000 people or general health 
capacity (ranking below the OECD and European average – though no shortages of beds 
have been reported or are envisioned to occur). A major strength of the Turkish public 
healthcare system amidst the pandemic is the number of intensive care units (ICU’s) in the 
country, which at a figure of 40 ICU’s per 100,00 people, surpasses that of other countries 
such as Germany, France, the U.K., the U.S.A, and China. In addition to existing capacity, 
the first stage of a 2,682-bed hospital is set to enter service in Istanbul’s Ikitelli district on 
April 20th, whilst two 1000-bed field hospitals are being built over a period of 45 days to 
add further capacity in a city that has thus-far reported the largest share of the country’s 
confirmed cases. Turkey is also one of several counties in pursuit of a vaccine against 
Covid-19. Though human trials have indeed started elsewhere, Turkey hopes to join the 
effort as soon as possible, having on the 14th of April completed the first phase of labo-
ratory antigen tests. 

As explored here by TRT World on a piece on the state of the U.S. healthcare system, the 
mere number of doctors is an inadequate measure to understand the effectiveness of 
a particular state’s healthcare system, with issues of access and affordability (amongst 
other factors), clearing being significant factors essential to consider. The Turkish Health 
Minister expressed that the country was fortunate with regards to ICU capacity, but that 
Turkey was also ready for “every possible scenario in terms of physical or technologic 
infrastructure”. In total, Turkey’s ‘healthcare army’ as it has been referred to, comprises of 
around 500,000 medical staff combined with 360,000 support personal. On April 14th, by 

https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkey-steps-up-measures-as-first-coronavirus-case-confirmed-152874
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/04/09/middleeast/us-citizens-lebanon-coronavirus-intl/index.html
https://www.dailysabah.com/opinion/columns/turkeys-unique-fight-against-covid-19
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-turkey/turkeys-first-coronavirus-case-shuts-schools-impacts-sports-idUSKBN20Z2RH
https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/galeri-corona-virus-gunluk-tablosu-18-nisan-turkiye-covid-19-gov-tr-koronavirus-son-durum-haritasi-olum-ve-vaka-sayisi-41493692/1
https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/galeri-corona-virus-gunluk-tablosu-18-nisan-turkiye-covid-19-gov-tr-koronavirus-son-durum-haritasi-olum-ve-vaka-sayisi-41493692/1
https://www.trtworld.com/turkey/why-turkey-is-better-equipped-to-tackle-coronavirus-34610
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/04/17/europe/turkey-coronavirus-lockdown-response-intl/index.html
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/health/covid-19-turkey-model-country-with-strong-health-system-social-assistance/1801007
https://www.trtworld.com/turkey/turkey-set-to-build-two-hospitals-and-provide-free-face-masks-for-all-35202
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/health/turkey-completes-1st-phase-of-covid-19-vaccine-efforts/1804493
https://www.trtworld.com/perspectives/analysis-why-the-us-shouldn-t-steal-doctors-amid-the-covid-19-crisis-34977
https://www.saglik.gov.tr/EN,64638/minister-koca-delivers-presentation-on-coronavirus-efforts-at-parliament.html
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/politics/turkey-mps-pass-bill-protecting-healthcare-workers/1806465
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Presidential decree, the Turkish government extended its universal free access to health-
care to Turkish citizens (but also refugees and residents), in need of treatment against 
Covid-19, regardless of social insurance coverage. The country is also now distributing 
a weekly quota of free face masks to be delivered either through the country’s postal 
system or collected in person at a local pharmacy. A Coronavirus Social Sciences Board 
has also been established to help reduce what has been termed as the sociological and 
psychological detriments of the pandemic upon society. 

The WHO praised the initial batch of preventative measures Ankara took in the early days 
of the outbreak, saying that Turkey had been “very lucky, vigilant and cautious”. The coun-
try’s first confirmed case was reported on March 11th, after most of its neighbours had 
reported outbreaks, allowing the country to be relatively behind the epidemic curve when 
compared with its near neighbours, and therefore being afforded a window of opportuni-
ty to prepare. The country was quick to introduce travel bans alongside quarantines for 
those returning from abroad. Rumours that the country had hidden cases of the outbreak 
were quickly quashed by the often-critical Turkish Medical Association (TBB). 

(Source: TRT World (19/04/20)
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https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/coronavirus-turkey-free-hospital-treatment-medicine
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/coronavirus-turkey-free-hospital-treatment-medicine
https://www.dailysabah.com/opinion/columns/turkeys-unique-fight-against-covid-19
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-turkey/turkey-confirms-first-coronavirus-case-wins-who-praise-for-vigilance-idUSKBN20X1PG
http://bianet.org/english/health/221060-turkish-medical-association-there-are-no-coronavirus-cases-in-turkey
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It is flawed to compare and contrast the spread of the novel coronavirus between states 
by the number of confirmed cases, largely due to the differences in the number of tests 
that have been conducted (largely limited to symptomatic cases rather than asympto-
matic), and the possible suppression of figures attributed often to states such as China 
and Iran. There also seems to be a divergence in terms of death rate calculations. In the 
U.K., for example, Covid-19 deaths in residential and nursing homes may not be reflected 
in official figures dispensed by the Government. Turkey’s total number of fatalities thus 
far pales in comparison to that of the more affluent nations of the world such as the U.S., 
as well as European states such as Germany, France, Italy, Spain, and the U.K. In terms 
of mere testing, Turkey currently ranks 7th in the world with around 600,000 conducted. 
Beyond confirmed cases, death rates and recovery rates must undoubtedly also be con-
sidered, Turkey’s performance by these measures being comparatively better. In contrast 
to statements made elsewhere, Turkey is certainly not “like Italy and the United States”. A 
more insightful comparison may be made between the number of patients in intensive 
care and those who go on to be intubated. 
 

 

(Source: Financial Times (18/04/20)
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https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/02/us/politics/cia-coronavirus-china.html
https://www.dw.com/en/coronavirus-why-are-the-death-rates-different/a-52941947
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-52341403
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/07/world/europe/turkey-virus-erdogan-masks.html
https://www.dailysabah.com/opinion/columns/lets-confess-even-a-pandemic-fails-to-unite-us
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Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan attends the opening of the first phase of 

the Basaksehir City Hospital via video conference in Istanbul, Turkey on April 20, 

2020. (Murat Kula / Anadolu Agency)

Prior healthcare sector reforms
Turkey’s healthcare system has come to be highly valued by the government. As ex-
pressed by Turkish President Erdogan, Turkey’s healthcare sector ranks only second to 
the defence industry in terms of its overall importance to the country. At a time when 
austerity measures in the U.K. have arguably rendered the health sector ill-prepared to 
deal with a global pandemic, the major reforms that the Turkish public healthcare sector 
has undergone over the years has unquestionably strengthened the country’s healthcare 
sector (though more remains to be done); a development that has fortuitously coincided 
with the pandemic. More so, the nature of the healthcare reforms introduced has been 
such that Turkey has come to have the capacity to send large quantities of healthcare-re-
lated equipment abroad. The process to reform the Turkish healthcare sector is often dat-
ed back to the year 2003, when the country introduced its Health Transition Programme 
(HTP), with the support of the World Bank Group, in order to scale-up access to high-qual-
ity, effective, and efficient healthcare. The Turkey of old seems unrecognisable today with, 
for example, infant mortality rates that were as high as 26.1 per 1000 live births now a 
thing of the past, the current infant mortality rate being 8.2. With what some critics had 
formerly lamented as vain ‘mega projects’, the emergence of large-scale ‘city hospitals’ as 
part and parcel of this transformation has turned out to be a key advantage for the capac-
ity and effectiveness of the Turkish healthcare system. A public-private partnership model 
has been prevalent in the construction and operation of these facilities. 10 new hospitals 
in some of the densest urban areas were on the government’s agenda and presumably 
will go on to be completed. 

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/science-technology/turkey-eager-to-invest-in-biotech/1758137
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/05/world/europe/coronavirus-united-kingdom-national-health-service.html
https://dayan.org/content/metamorphosis-turkish-health-system-under-akp
https://www.worldbank.org/en/about/partners/brief/turkey-transforming-health-care-for-all
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-hospital/turkeys-erdogan-opens-giant-city-hospital-in-ankara-amid-criticism-from-medics-idUSKCN1QV24A
https://www.bcct.org.tr/news/a-cut-above-healthcare-in-turkey/15717
https://www.trtworld.com/magazine/a-guide-on-how-and-where-to-get-tested-in-turkey-34825
https://www.dailysabah.com/turkey/2020/01/23/turkey-shares-health-care-expertise-globally-with-plans-for-3-more-hospitals-abroad
https://www.euronews.com/2020/04/07/turkey-s-approach-to-covid-19-deserves-more-attention-and-less-fake-news-view
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Beyond these developments, Turkey’s healthcare system is comparatively well-ad-
vanced such that the country has begun to emerge as a medical tourism hub, with around 
760,000 patients recorded under this category for 2019, and plans to extend this figure 
to 1.5 million by 2023. Turkey has also put the lessons it has learned in public healthcare 
transformation to good use abroad, with 12 Turkish hospitals having now been construct-
ed in countries such as Niger, Sudan, Somalia, Bangladesh, Palestine, Syria, Kyrgyzstan, 
and Libya, combined with various cooperative agreements sealed with other states. The 
field hospital in Bangladesh’s Cox’s Bazar established in 2018, for example, has served 
Rohingya refugees who have had to flee ethnic persecution in Myanmar. The divergence 
in performance between various healthcare systems around the world should be com-
pared and contrasted so as to highlight best practice, and to enhance the preparedness 
and prudence of any particular country’s public healthcare system for future. Differences 
in effective healthcare response should signal where appropriate aid and support should 
go; a sentiment encapsulated well by Turkey’s drive to send medical aid to several coun-
tries around the world.  

The issue of refugees is also pertinent to consider. Refugees around the world are in a 
particularly precarious state, vulnerable for many reasons to the spread of Covid-19; be it 
in cramped, overcrowded, makeshift tent villages or as undocumented individuals, fearful 
of seeking medical aid and financial support. Turkey’s universal healthcare system has for 
many years now offered free healthcare to all registered refugees hosted in the country. 
In numbers, there are 180 health centres dedicated entirely to refugees. 410,000 Syrian 
children were born in Turkey over the last eight years, and around a million surgeries and 
1.5 million general medical services dispensed. Expatriates in certain countries such as 
Turkey, but also Lebanon and others, who are by no means as generally affluent as devel-
oped Western nations, have voiced satisfaction and a feeling of greater safety than many 
of their compatriots in their home countries where health systems have at times been 
overwhelmed and feelings of confidence in government responses are lacking.  

A novel treatment protocol
As of mid-April, the number of Covid-19 tests has steadily increased to around 40,000 
per day, although the number is lower than the total number of tests carried out in major 
developed countries such as the USA and Germany. Each country’s testing approach, as 
well as the reporting of official figures, have shown divergences worldwide. On the former, 
it should be kept in mind from the outset that the number of tests administered is not the 
be-all and end-all of the subject. The number of tests conducted by each government 
will undoubtedly produce a clearer and useful picture of just how widespread the out-
break has been. With a greater handle on the magnitude, intensity, and distribution, of the 
pandemic, governments can then make better-informed decisions as to when lockdown 

https://www.dailysabah.com/tourism/2019/07/22/turkish-health-care-tourism-professionals-eye-20b-in-revenue-in-upcoming-years
https://www.dailysabah.com/turkey/2020/01/23/turkey-shares-health-care-expertise-globally-with-plans-for-3-more-hospitals-abroad
https://www.dailysabah.com/turkey/2020/01/23/turkey-shares-health-care-expertise-globally-with-plans-for-3-more-hospitals-abroad
https://www.dailysabah.com/turkey/2020/01/23/turkey-shares-health-care-expertise-globally-with-plans-for-3-more-hospitals-abroad
https://www.dailysabah.com/turkey/2020/01/23/turkey-shares-health-care-expertise-globally-with-plans-for-3-more-hospitals-abroad
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/04/09/middleeast/us-citizens-lebanon-coronavirus-intl/index.html
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/economy/expats-turkey-doing-better-against-virus-than-europe-but-more-needed/1808098
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/04/17/us/coronavirus-testing-states.html?smtyp=cur&smid=tw-nytimes


The Covid-19 Pandemic: A Global Outlook    65

conditions can gradually be eased. However, to state an obvious point that sometimes 
seems to go amiss, to test negative once is no guarantee of immunity. More so, the rever-
sal of lockdown measures would have to be combined with prudent measures, such as 
enhanced monitoring and the maintenance of social distancing, as well greater care for 
the elderly and those with existing medical conditions. Complicating the outlook further 
are fears of a second wave of infections, as well as reports that have emerged from South 
Korea, for example, indicating patients who have previously cleared of Covid-19 have 
gone on to test positive at a later stage. The Turkish Health Minister has attributed Turkey’s 
relatively lower mortality rate to healthcare capacity and a variety of treatment protocols. 
The country emphasises contact-tracing instead of wide scale testing and has come to 
prefer delayed intubation with, as reported by CNN, the use of high-frequency oxygen for 
extended periods, as well as the use of the experimental anti-viral drugs earlier than other 
countries. On contact tracing, the Ministry of Health launched on the 19th of April a new 
smartphone application so that people can detect and monitor local outbreaks.
There is a wider discussion to be had about the exact method employed to calculate death 
and mortality rates, as well as confirmed infections; the former being understandably a 
function of the sheer number of tests conducted. On the latter, the TBB has voiced con-
cern that the official mortality statistics may not include cases that indicate Covid-19 by 
other means, but only where the standard application of polymerase chain reaction (PCR) 
tests used to detect the coronavirus’ RNA test positive. This relates to the distinction be-
tween case fatality rates and infection fatality rates. The Turkish Health Minister countered 
that PCR testing is the preferred approach for countries that possess the ability to do so, 
and Turkey uses the recommended international coding mechanism associated with this 
capability; one that has been standardised across the country in both private and public 
healthcare facilities, in line with the newly-established Coronavirus Science Committee 
of the Ministry of Health. The Health Minister himself explained further that all individuals 
with symptoms associated with Covid-19, as well as those who have interacted with said 
individuals, are considered as possible cases, all of whom are then subjected to the PCR 
test (which Turkey also manufactures), as well as the early administration of hydroxychlo-
roquine. With a possible peak expected in the upcoming week or so, it remains the case 
that the point in time in which the most will be known about the novel coronavirus will be 
at the end of the pandemic. 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/200413110301074.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/200413110301074.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/04/17/europe/turkey-coronavirus-lockdown-response-intl/index.html
https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/virus-case-tracking-app-launched-in-turkey-154005?utm_source=Facebook&utm_medium=post&utm_campaign=virus-case-tracking-app-launched-in-turkey-154005&utm_term=post
https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/virus-case-tracking-app-launched-in-turkey-154005?utm_source=Facebook&utm_medium=post&utm_campaign=virus-case-tracking-app-launched-in-turkey-154005&utm_term=post
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200401-coronavirus-why-death-and-mortality-rates-differ
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200401-coronavirus-why-death-and-mortality-rates-differ
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/04/17/europe/turkey-coronavirus-lockdown-response-intl/index.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V01_Hz9Iwkk
https://www.dailysabah.com/turkey/turkey-ranks-7th-worldwide-with-600000-coronavirus-tests/news
https://www.dailysabah.com/opinion/columns/turkeys-unique-fight-against-covid-19
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Turkey’s ‘Humanitarian 
Diplomacy’
With most worldwide diplomatic events being cancelled this year due to the coronavirus 

pandemic, and New York, the global centre of diplomacy, becoming the hotbed of the 
disease in the US, the coronavirus pandemic has dramatically altered international di-
plomacy. In an unprecedented time such as the coronavirus pandemic, many countries 
are utilising soft power and humanitarian aid as a means of conducting diplomacy. As US 
President Donald Trump cut funding to the World Health Organisation (WHO), accusing 
the international organisation of mismanaging the response to the pandemic, highlighting 
a lack of global leadership and coordination. Indeed, the response even within the Euro-
pean Union was disjointed, with each nation seemingly taking action considering its own 
priorities only, even when it comes to post-pandemic economic plans.

Amidst this apparent lack of cohesion in a time when perhaps all countries need help in 
one form or another, Turkey has responded to 34 of the more than 90 countries’ requests 
for medical equiptment, and has consulted many more regarding effective management 
of the coronavirus outbreak. This is due to two reasons specific to these requests. Firstly, 
Turkey has been relatively successful in managing the outbreak in the country. Secondly, 
because Turkey has the capacity to be able to respond positively to requests for help.

Turkish military cargo plane carrying medical aid packages to support the fight 

against the coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic arrives in Podgorica, Montenegro on 

April 08, 2020. (Sasa Matic/Montenegrin Government - Anadolu Agency)
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https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/04/05/world/politics-diplomacy-world/global-diplomacy-coronavirus-pandemic/
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/04/14/trump-world-health-organization-funding-186786
https://www.politico.eu/article/coronavirus-italy-future-germany/
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As discussed above, the country has been introducing and enforcing a number of public 
healthcare measures, escalating curfew requirements on the most vulnerable, combined 
with various social assistance programmes, to combat the outbreak. These included 
stockpiling of required medicines, early closure of schools and universities, and fortifying 
an already advanced healthcare system. As a result, Turkey finds itself in the position of 
being able to deliver humanitarian and medical aid, as well as consultation by sharing ex-
periences and lessons learned with countries that request help. According to Daily Sabah, 
Turkey has provided medical support to Azerbaijan, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bulgaria, China, 
Colombia, Georgia, Germany, Hungary, Indonesia, Iran, Israel, Italy, Kosovo, Lebanon, Libya, 
Montenegro, North Macedonia, Pakistan, Palestine, the Philippines, Poland, Qatar, Serbia, 
Somalia, Spain, Tunisia, the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC), the United King-
dom (UK), the United States of America (US), Yemen, and the Rohingya Muslims, since the 
pandemic began,

Humanity over all
Even though the purpose of diplomacy is to “secure the goals of national interest as de-
fined and specified by the foreign policy of the nation”, it is important to note that Turkey’s 
humanitarian aid efforts have not been limited to countries that are usually aligned with 
Turkey and include countries that have historically been at odds with it.  To illustrate this, as 
Turkey provided much-needed aid to Palestine while President Erdogan himself assured 
his Palestinian counterpart of Turkey’s staunch support, it also helped Israel - a country 
Turkey has had strained relations and a long history of disagreement and misalignment 
with. According to Presidential Spokesman Mr İbrahim Kalın, “We didn’t differentiate be-
tween countries or regions, and we won’t. This is independent from our political relations,” 
while stressing that the coronavirus pandemic was an emergency. 

Source: Daily Sabah

Countries Turkey has provided 
medical aid to in fight against 

Covid-19 Pandemic
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Another example is Turkey’s aid reaching NATO countries such as the UK, USA, Spain and 
Italy. Even though NATO-Turkey relations have been affected negatively by political and 
security issues such as NATO’s reticence when it came to Turkey’s purchase of Russian 
S-400 missiles, Turkish aid to NATO countries did not seem to be affected. Two Turkish 
cargo planes carried medical supplies to the badly impacted UK in early April, followed by 
deliveries to Italy and Spain, both ravaged by the pandemic. Memorably, medical and pro-
tective equipment sent to the UK was accompanied by a quote by Sufi mystic Rumi: “After 
hopelessness, there is much hope and after darkness, there is the much brighter sun”. 

According to the Italian Foreign Minister Luigi Di Maio, Turkey’s help in the coronavirus 
pandemic was very important to Italy and his country was very grateful for the solidari-
ty displayed by Turkey’s leaders and the Turkish people. Michael Ryan, Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of Defence for European and NATO policy at the Pentagon highlighting coop-
eration amongst NATO countries, also added that “Spain and Italy were grateful for this 
help. I do not know whether Turkey has helped another country in Europe, but if it has, I 
would not be surprised. Turkey is a very generous country”. On the other hand, an Italian 
politician Matteo Salvini complained that ″Italy needed help as it has been given a slap in 
the face˝, as Europe did nothing but watch the [Italian] stock exchange collapse.

This is reminiscent of Turkey’s response to the Syrian refugee crisis. Turkey’s open-door 
policy for Syrian refugees earned Turkey the title of the world’s largest refugee-host-
ing country. Since 2011, the Syrian civil war has left almost 4 million Syrians dispersed 
throughout Turkey. According to international experts, Turkey did a ‘remarkable job’ and 
showed ‘great resilience’ by absorbing a total number of refugees that equals the entire 
population of Croatia, constituting almost five per cent of Turkey’s population, providing 
for Syrian refugees when it came to accessing food security, employment, health and 
education. 

According to Amnesty International, while Turks make up only one per cent of the global 
population, Turkey hosts 15 per cent of the global refugee population. This is especially 
poignant given that many EU countries have not taken up the responsibility of hosting 
refugees. According to The Guardian, “the Mediterranean is the theatre where tensions 
between Europe’s ideas of human rights do battle with continental politicians’ anxiety” 
about migration. Recently, Greece, being a passageway for refugees on their way to the 
EU, was heavily criticised in particular for refugee camps in deplorable conditions as well 
as increasingly anti-refugee policies.

https://www.dailysabah.com/politics/diplomacy/turkey-a-pioneer-in-humanitarian-aid-during-coronavirus-era
https://www.dailysabah.com/politics/diplomacy/turkey-a-pioneer-in-humanitarian-aid-during-coronavirus-era
https://www.dailysabah.com/politics/diplomacy/turkey-a-pioneer-in-humanitarian-aid-during-coronavirus-era
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Turkey’s history of humanitarian 
diplomacy
Turkey has a long tradition and history of providing humanitarian assistance to countries 
facing difficulties regardless of political considerations. For example, in 1941 Turkey pro-
vided medical aid to the Greek army upon Greece’s request despite having fought against 
it only two decades prior during Turkey’s ‘war of liberation’. Having provided humanitarian 
assistance to many countries since Turkey is now recognised as one of the largest hu-
manitarian assistance providers in terms of percentage of gross national income.

One of the cornerstones of the ruling AK Party’s approach to foreign affairs involved a 
need for a humanitarian foreign policy with the collapse the post-WWII ‘west-centred’ 
world order and the emergence of a multipolar world with new regional players such as 
Turkey. Ibrahim Kalin, spokesperson for the Turkish Presidency, wrote that the Turkish lead-
ership has emphasised that “the current global order has to be based on principles of 
justice and equality as a precondition to finding sustainable long-term solutions to current 
conflicts”. Such focus on humanitarian diplomacy from the highest levels of government 
has led to Turkey branding itself as an actor that ‘advocates justice, conscience, and fair-
ness’ around the world, approaching foreign policy with a touch of humanitarianism. To im-
plement this foreign policy approach, Turkey has focused on humanitarian diplomacy via 
demand-driven aid policy, expanding both development assistance and humanitarian aid 
with respect to geographic location as well as the scope of activity. Since 2002, when the 
AK Party came to power, Turkey has become internationally recognised for its approach 
to international humanitarian assistance. 

Humanitarian diplomacy as an aspect of Turkey’s foreign policy includes humanitarian aid 
and cooperation in the context of the present coronavirus pandemic, but in the past it 
has also been a combination of aid, peace-building, development projects and business 
development while engaging many Turkish and local stakeholders, creating opportunities 
for both state-to-public and public-to-public diplomacy efforts. Turkey also insists that 
it is an ‘apolitical’ party for the countries it helps and that its aid is given with no political 
conditions attached. Turkey does not expect receiver countries to meet conditions at-
tached to the aid or development assistance. Compared to other countries’ development 
assistance, such as the US Kerry Lugar Bill, an Act of Congress that was signed into law 
that authorised the conditional release of $1.5 billion per year in non-military aid to Paki-
stan between 2010-2014, Turkish aid is not designed to make vulnerable countries make 
difficult choices or sacrifice priorities in order to access much-needed help. The signifi-
cance of this is not lost on receiver countries, and the resulting goodwill is potentially the 
difference between effective and possibly destructive public diplomacy efforts.
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Post-pandemic Turkish diplomacy 
Given Turkey’s historical appreciation for, and current implementation of, humanitarian 
diplomacy as a foreign policy approach, what does that mean for Turkish diplomacy in a 
post-pandemic world? There are two aspects to consider: the first consideration is how 
the pandemic may change diplomacy and the second consideration is whether human-
itarian diplomacy will become more recognised for its merits that include building status 
of and creating or consolidating the provider country’s identity as well as promoting its 
interests in the world.

Given that Turkey had already recognised the need and value of humanitarian diplomacy 
consisting of aid, development assistance, business opportunities and peace-building ef-
forts as a successful foreign policy approach, the global pandemic has presented Turkey 
with an opportunity to implement its vision of being a regional leader and reliable provider 
of equipment and expertise. That translates to the validation of humanitarian diplomacy 
as a successful foreign policy approach given the recognition of Turkey’s efforts and the 
resulting goodwill for Turkey, which may last well into the post-pandemic period. Essential-
ly, providing much-needed help and assistance during the global pandemic is only going 
to strengthen Turkey’s claim and position as a global humanitarian and diplomatic lead-
er. In terms of whether humanitarian diplomacy will gather importance as a practice, the 
“importance of “soft power” in diplomacy will increase, and above all, the scientific and 
technological potential” of countries will matter. Again, Turkey’s focus on humanitarian and 
medical aid, as well as efforts to deliver a vaccine and ability to contain the death rate from 
the coronavirus relatively well compared to other more developed nations are going to be 
considered markers of leadership in a post-corona world. 

Additionally, given that Turkish humanitarian aid does not have any political strings at-
tached by design, either now or before, the potential impact on international relations is 
likely to be positive as receiving countries are likely to appreciate the fact that they are not 
required to meet any political or economic conditions now or in the future to qualify for 
help, conditions that may be particularly exploitative in the middle of a pandemic. Accord-
ing to Naomi Leight-Give’on, while writing for the University of Southern California’s Center 
for Public Diplomacy on the impact of ‘aid diplomacy’ on how countries are perceived:

‘‘The global public is watching to see which nations step up in times of crisis—and which 
are absent. The countries that are deemed the most altruistic—ones with no apparent 
ulterior agendas—stand to gain the most.”

It is clear then that humanitarian diplomacy is an effective soft power tool and is not nec-
essarily linked with economic power. In the case of Turkey providing humanitarian assis-
tance to countries all around the world, while shouldering the responsibility of more than 
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(Orhan Şeref Akkanat - Anadolu Agency)

85,000 confirmed cases of Covid-19 amongst its own citizens without seeking the help of 
international organisations such as the IMF, Turkey is emerging as a global leader.

Turkey’s Economic 
Response to Covid-19
Covid-19 continues to cause major challenges for economies around the world, rich and 
poor. Some economic activities have been suspended entirely while others affected di-
rectly or indirectly by travel bans, social distancing measures, and curfews. Health experts 
still cannot say for how long the pandemic, as well as the strict measures taken to contain 
it, will continue. Uncertainty has exacerbated the economic impact and has forced gov-
ernments to act in aggressive and sometimes novel ways in order to slow the pandemic 
while trying to limit the economic shock caused by the measures.

As discussed above, Turkey’s government has acted quickly to curb the spread of the 
virus. The country adopted a partial, goal-oriented approach to shutdown measures. Cer-
tain aspects of the economy, as well as schools, were promptly closed, but most of the 
production is still operative. Stay-at-home orders are imposed on vulnerable segments 
of society, but many working-age adults still attend work, particularly for those who are 
unable to work from home. 

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/economy/imf-turkey-not-seeking-financial-help-amid-coronavirus/1785364
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So far the country’s health system seems to have been very successful in limiting the 
human damage of the pandemic, which allows the current strategy to continue. Neverthe-
less, the pandemic has still taken its toll on Turkey’s economy as many businesses and 
households have already been significantly impacted. To take the pressure off of affected 
sectors and mitigate the economic impact, the government has enacted a rescue plan, 
which utilises fiscal and monetary channels. The fact that Turkey had been recovering 
from a recession before the Covid-19 outbreak makes the government’s job harder but 
Turkey’s young and vibrant population and strong health system stands as an advantage.

Turkey’s economic 
stability package 
designed to lessen 
Covid-19 impact

The economic stability package 
introduced in Turkey to soften the 
economic and social impact of 
the Covid-19 pandemic includes 
measures  to help families and 
private firms

(Source: Anadolu Agency)
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Fine-tuning the shutdown
Turkey’s government has followed a calculated approach to shutdown measures. While 
being one of the countries in terms of having taken early measures to curb the spread of 
the disease, the government did not shut down the entire economy but instead adopted 
a gradual and partial approach. The government closed all schools only one day after the 
first positive case was identified in the country, and travel bans and social distancing rules 
were enacted much faster than most other countries, however but production and most 
businesses remain active. 

Many retail businesses where people gather in small places (e.g. restaurants, cafes, bar-
bers etc.) have been closed. The government also announced a stay-at-home order for 
those who are over 65, which was later extended to those below 20. Moreover, a travel ban 
has been imposed on 31 metropolitan municipalities, which accounts for three-quarters 
of Turkey’s population, meaning that Turkey’s major cities are effectively cut off from the 
rest of the country and each other, significantly limiting the flow of people. Recently, the 
government has also started implementing 48-hour curfews in metropolitan cities over 
weekends.

Despite these measures, large parts of the Turkish economy are still open. Construction, 
manufacturing, and agriculture are fully operative. Government offices are open although 
they adopted a more ‘relaxed’ work schedule with non-essential officers working in rota-
tions or shorter hours. Provided that they observe social distancing rules, those between 
20 and 65 years of age can still go to work as usual, except for some white-collar jobs 
which have switched to working from home. Arguably, this partial and calculated approach 
gives the government the advantage of limiting the rise in unemployment and damage to 
the economy in general.

Despite this partial approach, so far Turkey seems to have been very successful in its fight 
against the disease. Death per case statistic is comparatively much lower than European 
countries and the US, and the health system is far from reaching its capacity. Perhaps, this 
success in the containment of the virus allowed a more relaxed approach to the economic 
measures. If the situation deteriorated, we would probably have seen stricter measures. 

One major source of concern for Turkey is tourism. In 2019, 51.8 million people visited 
Turkey, making Turkey one of the most popular destinations globally. The sector accounts 
for 12% of Turkey’s GDP and a big share of its foreign currency inflows. This is crucial 
considering Turkey’s foreign currency holdings have already been in decline since the 
economic turbulence in the summer of 2018. Although the country has swiftly improved 
its current account balance, its short-term debt obligations are still quite high compared 
to its reserve currency holdings.

https://edition.cnn.com/2020/04/17/europe/turkey-coronavirus-lockdown-response-intl/index.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-turkey/turkeys-first-coronavirus-case-shuts-schools-impacts-sports-idUSKBN20Z2RH
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(Mehmet Emin Mengüarslan - Anadolu Agency)

To limit the economic damage of the pandemic, the government has announced an Eco-
nomic Stability Package. Measures in the package can be divided into two broad cate-
gories. First, the fiscal response includes spending for vulnerable households, fragile 
businesses, and capacity building in the health system. Second, the monetary response, 
which involves regulations that maintain credit flow to the private sector.

The fiscal response
At the first instance, the government announced a 100 billion TL ($14.5 billion) fiscal res-
cue package, which amounts to around 3% of Turkey’s GDP. A quarter of this amount 
is allocated for doubling the credit guarantee fund to support credit flow to companies. 
The rest is being spent on several key support channels, including cash assistance to 
households in need, subsidy for workers on unpaid leave, preferential credit for affected 
businesses, and postponement of tax payments by individuals and companies, among 
other measures.

As part of the social assistance programme, 4.4 million families in need will receive a 1,000 
TL payment from the Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Services. The first round of the 
payments has started, and 2.3 million families already received their payments. These pay-
ments are likely to continue next month unless there is a quick return to normalcy. Further-
more, the lowest pension pay for the retired has been raised to 1,500 TL from 1,000 TL.

In a radical move, Parliament has banned lay-offs for 3 months to stop the surge in unem-
ployment. For firms that reduced working hours, the government has activated a short-

https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkey-begins-distribution-of-cash-aid-to-households-153900
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/economy/turkeys-economic-stability-package-acts-like-shield-against-pandemic/1800889
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term work allowance. So far, 700,000 workers, out of more than 2 million applicants, have 
benefitted from the programme within the range of 1,752 TL to 4,381 TL. Workers who are 
sent on unpaid leave and do not qualify for the allowance will receive 1,170 TL monthly 
payments from the government. Those who have already been laid-off before the legisla-
tion will receive benefits from the Unemployment Assistance Fund. The exact amount of 
assistance depends on the recipients’ salary in their last job.

A key measure is low-interest, 
long-term credit support for 
affected businesses. So far, 
more than 67,000 business-
es, out of 92,000 applicants, 
have received preferential 
credits. The total amount has 
reached 59 billion TL ($8.5 bil-
lion). Almost all the firms ben-
efitting from the programme 
are small and medium-sized 
businesses. 36.8% operate 
in manufacturing, 32.8% in 
trade, 8.7% in textile and the 
rest in transportation, servic-
es and tourism (See figure 1).

Credit support with favoura-
ble conditions has also been 
extended to small shop own-
ers. So far, 335,000 small shop owners, out of more than half a million applicants, have 
benefitted from preferential government credit. Total credit payment to small shops has 
reached over than 8 billion TL ($1.16 billion). On top of that, around 2.7 billion TL ($388 
million) has been distributed to 126,000 shop owners through debit cards (Paraf) from 
state-owned Halkbank.

Households are also entitled to personal credit support. Families with a monthly income 
of less than 5,000 TL qualify for a consumer credit of either 5,000 TL, 7,500 TL, or 10,000 
TL depending on their circumstances. Recipients of the credit will not be obligated to start 
paying back the credit for six months and payments will be made in 36 instalments. As of 
mid-April, 2.1 million applicants have received a total of 12.1 billion TL ($1.75 billion).

As part of the package, the government has also made some quick investments in the 
health system during the limited time it had to prepare for the pandemic. Specifically, 

Figure 1: Sectorial Composition 
of Government Credit Support
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32,000 additional medical personnel have been hired, and performance payments for ex-
isting staff have been raised to the maximum limit for 3 months. Two hospitals specifically 
designed to deal with Covid-19 patients are currently being built in Istanbul.

Last but not least, the government has postponed value-added tax, payroll tax and so-
cial security premium payments of affected companies as well as personal and corporate 
income taxes of 1.9 million individuals for 6 months. Total tax revenue that is postponed 
accordingly reaches 53.6 billion TL ($7.9 billion).

The monetary response
In an emergency meeting on March 17th, Turkey’s central bank lowered its policy rate by 1 
per cent to 9.75 per cent. After a sharp decline in domestic and foreign demand for com-
modities due to the Covid-19 pandemic, fears that lower rates may lead to higher inflation 
seem to have faded. In fact, in the wake of the swift recovery of inflation rates in 2019, the 
bank had already realised some dramatic reductions in its rates. Prior to the pandemic, real 
rates were already close to negative territory.

Early April, in an attempt to boost liquidity, the Central Bank purchased 9.3 billion TL ($1.5 
billion) of government bonds in the derivative market. More than half of this amount (5 
billion TL) has been channelled to the country’s Unemployment Insurance Fund, which 
is understandable considering the fund is expected to come under strain in the weeks to 
come. The Central Bank has also lowered the foreign currency reserve requirements by 
5% for banks meeting real credit growth targets. The Central Bank will be providing these 
banks with $5.1 billion worth of foreign currency and gold. As mentioned above, public 
banks have already extended low-interest loans to various critical sectors at their maxi-
mum capacity. Furthermore, they postponed all loan payments (principal and interest) by 
firms for a 3-month period. 

The Central Bank has enacted a new support channel for inventory financing of exporters 
whose surpluses started piling up in warehouses after the pandemic hit Turkey’s main ex-
port, most notably in Europe. The bank will backstop exporters by postponing up to $7.6 
billion worth of rediscount credit repayments for a maximum of 90 days. The support fund 
is hoped to preserve capacity utilisation and employment retention by exporting firms.  

There has been criticism directed towards the country’s private for not contributing 
enough to the credit flow since the Covid-19 crisis began, choosing instead to channel 
their deposits to money markets or foreign derivatives. Most recently, Turkey’s Banking 
Regulation and Supervision Agency (BDDK) announced a new regulation, which, begin-
ning from 1 May, obliges private banks to provide more credit to the private sector. In par-
ticular, a weighted average of new loans, new purchases of securities, and central bank 
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swaps are supposed to equal the banks’ deposits on a monthly basis. 

Other regulatory changes include an easing of regulation in the mortgage market.  Spe-
cifically, BDDK has lowered the legally required down payments for mortgage credits from 
20% to 10%. Additionally, minimum payments for individual credit cards have been low-
ered to 20% while all repayments on loans for housing, vehicle purchases, and consum-
er spending have been postponed. Furthermore, all bankruptcy proceedings have been 
suspended, and dividend distributions by firms have been limited to 25% of 2019 profits.

Most recently, Turkey’s Central Bank Governor has been in talks with other central banks 
for new swap agreements. Most other developing economies have applied to the IMF 
in order to meet their growing foreign currency needs in the face of the Covid-19 crisis. 
Considering Turkey’s cautious approach to the IMF, due in large part to the conditionalities 
of funding by the agency, other arrangements, such as a swap line from the US Fed or the 
Bank of England, may indeed be reasonable for keeping country’s options open. In fact, 
there was an expectation for an enlarged swap agreement between G20 countries, in-
cluding Turkey. Fahretting Altun, President Erdogan’s head of communications, suggested 
on Twitter recently that all central banks of the G20 group should be included in a gener-
alised swap arrangement. Another possibility is that Turkey could secure financing from 
the World Bank.

Cautious optimism
There are a lot of uncertainties ahead. A pandemic creates an economic situation which 
many economists are not experienced to deal with. Furthermore, no one, including health 
experts, knows how the pandemic will unfold in the coming weeks and months.  The novel 
character of the crisis requires equally innovative and subtle economic interventions from 
governments and monetary authorities. Covid-19 is causing considerable economic 
damage, and governments have a duty to alleviate their citizens’ hardships. Businesses 
need help to survive the perfect storm ahead so they can continue employing people and 
swiftly recover production afterwards.

Arguably, thanks to its demographic advantage and strong health care system, Turkey 
have more space for manoeuvring under these extraordinary conditions. The government 
has enacted fiscal and monetary stimulus channels to mitigate the economic impact of 
the pandemic. The measures provide businesses and vulnerable individuals with cheap 
credit and subsidy support as well as postponing tax and loan payments. The Central 
Bank is deploying its entire arsenal to provide the markets with enough liquidity. A spe-
cific source of concern for Turkey is foreign exchange holdings. Accordingly, authorities 
are trying to meet the country’s foreign exchange requirements via new swap lines and 
financial arrangements.

https://www.reuters.com/article/turkey-cenbank-swaps/update-1-turkey-in-talks-over-currency-swaps-with-central-banks-idUSL8N2C70CX
https://www.ft.com/content/7c9d9851-58cf-4561-9e8e-24dca0e6866e
file:///Users/erhan.agirgol/Desktop/TRT%20WORLD/Outlining%20Turkey%20response%20Covid19/Users/miharnold/Desktop/TRT/in%20order%20to%20meet%20country’s%20growing%20need%20for%20foreign%20currency
https://twitter.com/fahrettinaltun/status/1243242787241418752
https://twitter.com/fahrettinaltun/status/1243242787241418752
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All in all, there is every reason for cautious optimism in Turkey’s fight against the Covid-19 
Pandemic. The country’s strong health system enables the government to follow partial 
and calculated measures without having to shut down the entire economy for a prolonged 
period, which will probably limit the economic damage. The country’s production remains 
partially active and an overwhelming majority of the population is still engaged in creating 
economic value. In this respect, Turkey holds an advantage over many other countries 
that have been heavily impacted by Covid-19.

Moving Forward
A positive balance sheet
While international responses were often late and disjointed, the Turkish authorities put 
forward a strategy that was adequate to the realities of the country. The goal consists of 
striking a balance between protecting public health, preserving the economy, and safe-
guarding national security. All the steps undertaken were designed to reach this multifac-
eted balance. 

Turkey could have become one of the global epicentres for Covid-19, as it is a global hub 
for tourism and air transportation, as well as sharing a long border with Iran (a regional 
hotbed for Covid-19). However, the Turkish leadership adopted a resolute approach, un-
dertaking a series of effective actions, which were designed to absorb the shock of the 
pandemic and mitigate its devastating effects economically, socially and health-wise. 

The Covid-19 outbreak exposed the frailties of health systems around the world, not least 
from several Western nations. The latter have witnessed severe shortages of protective 
masks and respiratory equipment, as well as lack of testing. Turkey has not yet faced such 
issues. Over the course of the last decade, Turkish authorities have invested substantially 
in the health sector and upgraded the country’s hospital facilities. For instance, statistics 
put forward by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
reveal that Turkey has more hospital beds per 1000 inhabitants than the United States, 
the United Kingdom, and Canada. Also, with 46 ICU beds per 100,000 people, Turkey has 
the highest ICU capacity ratio among the most affected countries, surpassing the US, 
Germany and other European countries. 

The strategy of the Turkish leadership was not reactive but proactive. Entire medical cities 
were built over the last five years around the country under the impetus of the Turkish 
President. This drive is exemplified by the Basaksehir City Hospital in Istanbul, whose first 
phase was officially opened by President Erdogan on April 20. This hospital city is the 
biggest of its kind in Europe, can cater to some 30,000 patients per day, and all its beds 
can be converted into ICU units. 

https://data.oecd.org/healtheqt/hospital-beds.htm
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First phase of the 
‘Başakşehir City Hospital’ 
opens in Istanbul

City hospitals have a vital role 
in fighting Covid-19 with their 
high-tech equipment, physical 
infrastructure and bed capacity. 
Başakşehir İkitelli Şehir Hospital 
will assume a vital role in 
combatting the disease

(Source: Anadolu Agency)
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Other decisions also reveal the level of Turkey’s relatively high-level of preparedness. Tur-
key stockpiled one million units of the medicines hydroxychloroquine and favipiravir. This 
was done one-and-a-half months before any cases were confirmed in the country. Even 
the medical protocol followed in Turkey for the use of hydroxychloroquine was innovative, 
as this medicine is dispensed at the beginning of the treatment because Turkish doctors 
observed this drug is more efficient in the early phases of exposure to the virus. Therefore, 
Turkey’s health infrastructure, combined with a competent and abundant medical person-
nel gave a positive impetus to the country’s fight against Covid-19. 

Turkey was not only able to confront the pandemic, but also engaged in fervent inter-
national humanitarian diplomacy, assisting about 30 nations around the world, including 
Spain, Italy, the UK, and the US. By playing this role at such a critical juncture, Turkey re-
inforced its status as a force for good and a key international player. This positive stance 
contrasts with questionable tactics used by some other countries to obtain stocks of 
medical supplies and respirators, which were deemed by Germany’s interior minister as 
modern piracy acts. Ankara’s constructive engagement contrasts with Brussels’ inability 
to assist even the EU’s founding members, let alone other nations in Europe. 

New frontlines
While the accomplishments outlined are indeed admirable and put Turkey in a good po-
sition in comparison with other nations, there are at least two critical frontlines that need 
utmost consideration moving forward:

The vaccine battle
The next key fight is the vaccine battle. Turkey must work towards producing a Covid-19 
vaccine. Firstly, the Turkish public will not feel safe entirely, and the wheels of the economy 
will not turn completely until there is an efficient treatment, whether a vaccine or antiviral. 
A vaccine will allow the protection of a large number of people, including those who are 
in the frontlines of the fight against the coronavirus, such as medical personnel, agents 
of public safety or supply chain employees. In this case, even if the virus re-emerges or 
mutates, Turkey would be able to confront it with relative ease. This, of course, would be 
the case with an effective vaccine no matter where it is produced and would be of tremen-
dous benefit to the entire world. However, there have been questions raised regarding the 
ability to mass-produce a vaccine fairly.

Secondly, vaccine production is paramount for health security. It is well known that four 
multinational pharmaceutical corporations, namely GSK, Johnson & Johnson, Pfizer and 
Sanofi, control nearly all the vaccine manufacturing industry worldwide. These firms large-
ly avoid developing vaccines for pandemics because of their limited profitability. While 
some of these companies have expressed interest in manufacturing a Covid-19 vaccine, 

https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/coronavirus-turkey-hydroxychloroquine-malaria-treatment-progress
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/health/turkish-president-opens-giant-city-hospital-in-istanbul/1811561
https://www.trtworld.com/turkey/turkey-sends-aid-to-nearly-30-countries-in-fight-against-covid-19-35290
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-52161995
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/scientist-predicts-coronavirus-return-fall-200401075606758.html
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2020/04/16/can-the-world-find-a-good-covid-19-vaccine-quickly-enough
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2020/04/16/can-the-world-find-a-good-covid-19-vaccine-quickly-enough
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there are many questions about their ability to produce efficient vaccines quickly. Moreo-
ver, there are growing concerns about the vested interests that some philanthropist foun-
dations have in global health, including the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Some authors 
have expressed scepticism towards what they consider philanthrocapitalism. This view 
is derived from the track record of these organisations and their ruthless monopolistic 
business practices. Such criticism is also grounded in the belief that “the corporation from 
which the philanthrocapitalist’s foundation wealth was derived may not have paid the fed-
eral statutory income tax rate or state taxes, and the tax rate paid may have included de-
ductions for expenses related to morally or legally questionable management practices”.

In this context, the connection between the World Bank, the World Health Organisation 
(WHO), the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, its vaccine partner The Global Alliance for 
Vaccines and Immunisation (Gavi), and the vaccine production process for Covid-19 pre-
sents potential conflicts of interest. Some international NGOs, such as Médecins Sans 
Frontières (MSF) and Oxfam, have criticised the work of Gavi, arguing that the latter push-
es the agenda of big pharmaceutical companies. An article published in the Guardian 
stated that “MSF and Oxfam also believe the decisions made by Gavi are skewed by the 
presence on its board of pharma companies – GSK-Bio has just been replaced by Crucell, 
which earns more than a third of its income from the pentavalent vaccine for diphtheria, 
tetanus, pertussis, hepatitis B and Hib, which is bought by Gavi”. 

The fact that the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation is a founding partner of Gavi, and has 
made several commitments to Gavi totalling USD 4.1 billion to-date, speaks volumes to 
its ability to drive Gavi’s agenda. The fact that the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation has 
become the WHO’s second-biggest donor over the past decade says a lot about its lob-
bying power within this international organisation. Critics argue that “Gates priorities have 
become the WHO’s. Rather than focusing on strengthening health care in poor countries 
— that would help, in their view, to contain future outbreaks like the Ebola epidemic — the 
agency spends a disproportionate amount of its resources on projects with the measura-
ble outcomes Gates Foundation prefers, such as the effort to eradicate polio”. By influenc-
ing the direction of global health and transforming Gavi into a major customer for drugs 
and vaccines in poor nations, while partnering with the World Bank on several projects, 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation has established a complex web of interests that does 
not seem to align with philanthropic endeavours.  Therefore, if an anti-coronavirus vac-
cine were to be produced under this scenario, one of the problematic aspects that would 
potentially emerge would be price gouging. This means that Turkey (and numerous other 
countries) would be paying a hefty financial price while being subjected to other condi-
tions concerning quantities, delivery timeframes etc.

Thirdly, if the Turkish pharmaceutical industry manages to produce a Covid-19 vaccine, 
this will be a huge feather in the cap of the country and will raise its profile internationally. 
Turkey faces a razor-sharp global competition. US pharmaceutical companies are racing 

https://saludpublicayotrasdudas.files.wordpress.com/2015/04/birn_philantrocapitalism_2014.pdf
https://www.press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/M/bo5378462.html
https://www.press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/M/bo5378462.html
https://corporationsandhealth.org/2011/08/03/philanthropic-foundations-and-the-public-health-agenda/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2011/jun/06/analysis-vaccination-programmes
https://www.gavi.org/investing-gavi/funding/donor-profiles/bill-melinda-gates-foundation
https://www.politico.eu/article/bill-gates-who-most-powerful-doctor/
https://truthout.org/articles/a-covid-19-vaccine-will-not-be-enough-we-need-a-plan-to-distribute-it/
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to produce a vaccine, while China’s Academy of Military Medical Sciences has approved 
an initial vaccine for phase II trials. In the meantime, other European firms are also step-
ping up their efforts. In fact, the US president tried to get the Germany-based company 
CureVac to move its research wing to the United States and develop the vaccine “for the 
US only”.

The post-coronavirus new economic order
The Turkish leadership has been sensible as to finding the right balance between protect-
ing public health, preserving the economy, and safeguarding national security. The fact 
that the Turkish authorities did not consider a full lockdown for a long period is in line with 
the conclusion reached by Norway’s Covid-19 task force in its report published on April 
7. The report compared a long-term hard lockdown with a ‘slowdown’ and concluded that 
the long-term cost of a full lockdown would be devastating. 

Turkey is in a race against time to contain the pandemic. As the crisis passes and the 
curve begins to flatten, the focus will be on accelerating the wheels of the economy again. 
The faster this transition is done, the better for the country to stay competitive. In the 
interim, the crisis has forced the US and Europe to have second thoughts about relocat-
ing their industries to China. Many multinational firms are thinking to rebuild their supply 
chains, make them shorter, and closer to their markets. Thus, doing business with China, 
which is increasingly being perceived as a competitor rather than a partner, is going to be 
more challenging than in the past. Additionally, trade wars between the US and China have 
driven a wedge between both sides. Turkey is projected to capture a share of these mar-
kets given all the incentives it presents, including its geographical location, the advanced 
level of its industrialisation, and the reliability of its workforce. 

Furthermore, Turkey needs to preserve and enhance its position as a hub for key indus-
tries and the global supply chain. Ankara has already pursued a policy of investment in 
public transport and has considerably increased its capacity in this area. The country has 
also developed its medical infrastructure, its food industry and various other service sec-
tor industries, which are expected to be the major winners of the post-Covid economic 
order. Finally, the government should also support pioneering technologies, whose im-
portance has been revealed by the Covid-19 crisis, namely delivery drones, long-haul 
driverless trucks, and automated production for critical industries.

While many people around the world, particularly in the US and Europe, have lost trust in 
their national leadership, Turkish people have reportedly become more confident in theirs 
as the fight against Covid-19 continues to be rolled out. Each nation’s journey is indeed 
different, however, the road to success for all will depend decisively on responses to a 
complex combination of medical, social and economic questions. 

https://www.economist.com/briefing/2020/04/16/can-the-world-find-a-good-covid-19-vaccine-quickly-enough
https://www.politico.eu/article/germany-confirms-that-donald-trump-tried-to-buy-firm-working-on-coronavirus-vaccine/
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2020/04/18/fumbling-for-the-exit-strategy
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/coronavirus-turkey-erdogan-approval-ratings-surge-high
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Introduction 
This essay offers a concise overview of the latest developments in Europe in light of the 
SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus outbreak. The discussion is broadly structured around the in-
terweaving economic, social, and political, impacts across the countries of Italy, Germany, 
Spain, and France. Beyond an inordinately serious global public health crisis, the outbreak 
is set to have profoundly detrimental impacts on the world as countries rally to confront 
the crisis. ‘Modernity’ and ‘our way of life’ are said to be under threat, lest some semblance 
of normal economic activity does not resume soon. The state of affairs has placed ex-
traordinary pressure on governments as they seek to respond to the crisis both in the 
near and long-term whilst a vaccine is desperately sought.  In tandem, political debate 
has been generated by those wonderstruck by the presumed successes of authoritarian 
and technocratic regimes. Totalising causal associations have been deduced between 
various ideologies in the abstract and the effectiveness of public health care responses 
on the ground, aptly captured in the simple binary of capitalism versus coronavirus. The 
comparison has been worsened by the perceived sluggish approach of liberal democrat-
ic orders around a globalised world which, without care, presents the danger of entirely 
obfuscate the entire gamut of ills of contrasting polities, such as the Chinese Communist 
Party. Critique must be applied where critique is due, constructively where possible. 

Though the initial source of the outbreak is understood to be Wuhan , China (which will 
soon have its lockdown restrictions removed as new infections reach zero), the epidem-
ic, driven by a failure to act decisively against the initial spread of the outbreak from its 
source, has firmly established footholds across the world. At the time of writing, the Johns 
Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Centre records 472,790 people that have been infected 
globally across more than 190 countries, with 21,313 reported deaths thus far. 114,911 
have recovered. These figures are subject to rapid change. Italy, and as of late Spain, have 
now reported a higher death toll than China, both of which are now epicentres for what 
the World Health Organisation (WHO), has classified as a global pandemic that will affect 
most, if not all, aspects of life. Spain, with hundreds of deaths of its own, has called for 
EU-wide Marshall Plan to marshal resources across the bloc to reverse the adverse so-
cio-economic impacts of the disease. The line echoes that of the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD), which has called the current crisis the 
“third and greatest economic, financial and social shock of the 21st Century”. Germany, 
amongst other measures, has banned social gatherings of more than two people, Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel has placed herself into quarantine after contact with a doctor who 
later tested positive for the coronavirus, erstwhile the exponential growth in cases there 
has been said to have slightly flattened off; one of a few glimmers of hope reported around 
the world. France, as in elsewhere around the world, announced a national lockdown, with 
Paris now left looking deserted following the combination of stay-at-home measures and 
global travel restrictions, as elsewhere around the world.

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/23/opinion/coronavirus-depression.html
https://theintercept.com/2020/03/12/capitalism-vs-the-coronavirus/
https://responsiblestatecraft.org/2020/03/22/the-faustian-pact-at-the-heart-of-the-coronavirus/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/03/22/world/coronavirus-spread.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-03-24/china-to-lift-lockdown-over-virus-epicenter-wuhan-on-april-8
https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html
https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/covid-19-spain-surpasses-china-s-death-toll/1778871
https://www.who.int/dg/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-on-covid-19---11-march-2020
https://english.elpais.com/politics/2020-03-23/spanish-pm-calls-on-european-union-for-a-marshall-plan-and-coronabonds.html
http://www.oecd.org/economy/oecd-secretary-general-coronavirus-war-demands-joint-action.htm
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-germany-curve-idUSKBN21A19Q
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Most, if not all countries, have responded in a piecemeal approach with gradually stricter 
measures, with policymaking seemingly strewn between epidemiological, economic, and 
social behavioural concerns. The difficulty in finding a balance between these factors in-
creases, as the moving target at hand continues to exact higher tolls across the world. 
Interestingly, at the broadest of levels, a strong correlation can be observed when total 
confirmed cases per million is juxtaposed with GDP per capita. In other words, the more 
affluent countries in the world have higher confirmed cases of Covid-19, the main reason 
for which is said to be limited testing. The exact causal pathways for this relationship re-
quire of course further explanation, with the ease of travelling or more elderly demograph-
ics also part of that discussion. Though a range of restrictive measures have been taken 
throughout Europe, on every occasion the growing toll coronavirus has taken on societies 
is announced, so too does the alarm and the subsequent wish to enforce total lockdowns 
in a bid to get ahead of the spread. Research from Imperial College, London, understood 
to have helped change the U.K. government’s trajectory, asserts that “the effectiveness of 
any one intervention in isolation is likely to be limited”, with multiple interventions balanced 
across time and in response to the spread of the disease, being the most effective way to 
substantially impact transmission. Yet around the world, people high on obliviousness or 
a false sense of security continue to flaunt advice and in doing so, give further credence 
to the idea of an enforced lockdown across Europe and elsewhere. What remains to be 
seen are the exact political, social, and economic effects of a pandemic that all govern-
ments have been challenged by. Though these effects cannot wholly be predicted now, 
and though some concrete measures taken may be sensationalised at the ideological 
level, beyond the damage the pandemic has caused thus far, a debate rages on as to the 
possible future effects on all walks of contemporary life, as now explored. 

Political  
Much of the general critique of what has been perceived as sluggish or lethargic inaction 
in certain countries across the world borne from a rightful sense of worry and urgency 
cannot mean that an opposing political ideology is wholly good. That, in essence, is an 
unliveable counter factual. Still, a debate concerning continental Europe has emerged on 
the efficacy of ‘Western liberalism’ (a critique perhaps more accurately levied at the nature 
of contemporary globalisation), versus the seemingly better performance of the more au-
thoritarian states around the world. The latter point is of course subject to intense scrutiny 
itself, particularly as figures for the virus are downplayed, and where the crisis may repre-
sent an opportunity for further unwarranted restrictive measures in authoritarian states, 
but an exploitable opportunity for European populists too. But part of what generates and 
sustains this debate is the abstract nature of a conversation predicated upon an ideal-
ised and hierarchical Western liberalism without self-critique, shocked first by the recent 
financial crisis but ostensibly again by the spread of coronavirus. The contours of this 
discourse have even been informed by the highest authorities in global public health. “It’s 

https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/total-confirmed-cases-of-covid-19-per-million-people-vs-gdp-per-capita?time=63
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/medicine/sph/ide/gida-fellowships/Imperial-College-COVID19-NPI-modelling-16-03-2020.pdf
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2020/03/20/commentary/world-commentary/get-ready-bigger-disruption-coming/#.Xnyxzm5S_OQ
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/03/20/central-asian-states-cant-hide-coronavirus-kazakhstan-uzbekistan-kyrgyzstan-tajikistan-turkmenistan/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2020/03/23/how-politicians-are-using-coronavirus-seize-control/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/commentisfree/2020/mar/17/europe-populists-coronavirus-salvini
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/09/opinion/democracy-eastern-europe.html
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not easy in a liberal democracy”, Walter Ricciardi of the World Health Organisation (WHO), 
remarked of possible steps including lockdowns to combat the spread of the epidemic. 
Yet such a rationale is surely surface-level, devoid of the myriad of other factors that can 
compound stasis in the face of crisis that need not at all be associated with abstract ide-
ological debates. The effectiveness of various militaries in the West in enacting measures 
such as border closures or erecting field hospitals in light of what has been often labelled 
as a ‘war against coronavirus’, may indeed be unusual to see but cannot be taken as a pre-
cursor of authoritarian tendencies. The lockdown in the region of Lombardy, which has be-
come the epicentre of the outbreak in Italy, has been enforced by the army, whilst in a state 
of emergency in Spain, the Spanish army has also been mobilised. “The state is here”, as-
serted Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte, as the government prepared to wind-down all but 
essential economic production. Such drastic interventions need not be associated with 
authoritarianism, and though for the future humankind may not be faced with a dramatic 
binary of totalitarian surveillance and citizen empowerment, debate is necessary to guard 
against the possibility.  

That such criticism of ‘liberal democracy’ can be voiced in the first place is the paradox of 
democracy, criticism of which best serves its defence. Curiously, some have argued that 
the present state of lockdowns across Europe, including Italy, Spain, Germany, and France, 
represent a dangerous incursion upon civil liberties, an assessment surely made by minds 
that are not cognisant of the nature of the threat faced, nor the temporary nature of the 
measures invoked. Such a line of reasoning is, more than anything, a teething problem 
against suppression and general social distancing measures which have proven effective 
and will surely be relaxed in due course. Perhaps what is really the target of critique is 
still authoritarianism, but this time asserted to be in the West, rather than the ideals and 
virtues of liberal democracy. What may be even more interesting is how fundamental a 
techno-scientific fix may be to both economic systems and the ‘ways of life’ or the notions 
of ‘modernity’ which are seen to be underpinned by it. Understandably enough, in times of 
emergency once sharp ideological divisions may be blunted, with the more austerity-driv-
en governments now heavily increasing their public spending. The debate now centres on 
how important austerity has been in terms of the ability to respond to such crises, how the 
public heath sector may have been weakened, and whether meaningful change will occur 
in both political thought and economic structure.

Economic
TRT World Research Centre has previously published its initial assessment on the pos-
sible economic effects of the novel coronavirus here, with a focus on China and the U.S., 
developments which will surely have global reverberations. Then as now, it remains too 
early to predict the exact costs of the crisis, as well as even the opportunities afforded 
to some by the crisis. As time goes by, more definitive forecasts emerge with, for exam-
ple, the latest global Purchasing Managers’ Indices (PMIs) presaging a recession akin to 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/21/world/europe/italy-coronavirus-center-lessons.html
https://www.economist.com/international/2020/03/23/armies-are-mobilising-against-the-coronavirus
https://www.politico.eu/article/europe-hunkers-down-for-war-against-coronavirus/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-51984199
https://english.elpais.com/society/2020-03-24/spanish-army-asks-nato-for-international-assistance-to-fight-coronavirus.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/21/world/europe/italy-coronavirus-center-lessons.html
https://www.ft.com/content/19d90308-6858-11ea-a3c9-1fe6fedcca75
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/02/03/the-last-time-democracy-almost-died
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/02/03/the-last-time-democracy-almost-died
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/03/donald-trump-menace-public-health/608449/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/26/business/europe-economy-coronavirus.html
https://researchcentre.trtworld.com/publications/policy-outlook/economic-impacts-of-the-novel-coronavirus-outbreak
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2020/03/24/march-pmis-presage-a-precipitous-recession-in-america-and-europe
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the 2007-2009 financial crisis. How this may translate into gross domestic product (GDP) 
figures and how this may be offset by government reactions such as income subsidies, 
tax deferrals and debt repayment holidays remains to be seen, particularly now as of late 
March when most countries are said to be in or about to enter the worst phases of their 
outbreaks. Amidst additional stimulus packages announced across the bloc by member 
states and the European Investment Bank, the European Central Bank in particular re-
cently launched a 750 billion-euro bond purchase scheme including, according to Reu-
ters, countries with low-credit ratings that would not normally benefit from such schemes, 
whilst borrowing and other restrictions have been eased to fight the pandemic. There are 
also rumours of the European Stability Mechanism, the bloc’s 500 billion-euro sovereign 
bailout fund might be harnessed. In any case, it remains hard to chart assuredly the eco-
nomic impacts of a moving target both in Europe and elsewhere, with new policies gradu-
ally devised as the scale and spread of the pandemic develops, together with the various 
lockdown measures governments have introduced for now. 

Before further discussion on the possible economic impacts is to be had, the wider col-
lateral damage from a global economic downturn beyond those immediately related to 
the pandemic, must also be considered. For example, the global financial crisis of 2008 
has been related to an additional 500,000 cancer deaths between 2008-2010, as well as 
a dramatic spike in suicides around the same period. This disposition further complicates 
measures to be taken against the pandemic, especially as the supposed peaks of the 
epidemic are yet to be reached. Taken on its own, this line of reasoning can downplay the 
potential effects of the pandemic in favour of a swift return to business-as-usual, as has 
been advocated by U.S. President Donald Trump. The crisis at hand has also reignited 
established debates across spectrums of political ideology, such as but not limited to 
the idea of universal healthcare and universal basic income. Fascinatingly, the European 
Green Deal could further emerge as a more resilient economic structure, which seems all 
the more imperative given today’s struggles. 

The initial downturn in economic activity in Europe is immediate enough to notice, but 
what remains to be seen is just exactly how damaging the pandemic may be in the long 
run. Meanwhile, there have been a number of ardent pledges and developments in re-
sponse to the crisis. France has thus far opted not to wind-down economic activity in a 
manner similar to that of Italy and Spain, and the President of France, Emmanuel Macron, 
asserted that “no company, whatever its size, will face the risk of bankruptcy”. This is part 
of a multi-pronged strategy of unlimited budgetary support said to be worth 45 billion eu-
ros. Cooperate tax deferrals and parachute payments for workers have also been part of 
the exceptional measures announced. Italy announced that it would close down all but es-
sential production, signalling the onset of a serious economic sacrifice. One initial assess-
ment for the country was that if normality returns by June, GDP for 2020 can be expected 
to fall between 2-3%, which as noted in the Economist, is less than the 5.5% fall in 2009 
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following the global financial crisis. A former Chief Economist from the Italian Treasury, 
Lorenzo Codogno, has said that daily GDP figures were running 10-15% below normal 
levels, but that pending the duration of the strict measures there, “it’s impossible to make 
a serious forecast of GDP for the full year”. A fiscal rescue package of 25 billion-euros 
has also been announced, including one-off payments for the self-employed, redundancy 
payments, freezes on lay-offs, and cash bonuses for those still at work.

In Germany, the economy there has been described as ‘in shock’, with projected eco-
nomic contraction being as high as 20%, and a recession to last for at least two quarters, 
although again much depends on the length of the shutdown. The German government 
expects GDP to shrink by approximately 5% this year. A 750 billion-euro stimulus pack-
age is also being drawn-up to mitigate the direct impacts of the pandemic; an initial step 
including a debt-financed supplementary budget and a stabilisation fund for loans. Addi-
tionally, both Germany and Spain seem to be in the process of enacting tighter investment 
screening policies, particularly in light of the attempted takeover of Germany’s CureVac by 
the U.S.  Spain has called for a bloc-wide Marshall Plan that would channel massive public 
investments across the E.U., and has also advocated the use of ‘coronabonds’; European 
debt issues that would share risk across all E.U. countries. A common debt instrument has 
been called for by multiple E.U. leaders, including those of France and Italy. 

Elsewhere, Spain has announced 100 billion-euros worth of state loan guarantees, with 
a range of other commitments including credit guarantees and direct aid totalling 200 
billion-euros. Spain had declared a state of emergency in early March that is now set to be 
extended; exceptional measures which have reportedly been problematised by the coa-
lition government’s socialist and anti-austerity factions. Considering also the importance 
of tourism to Spain and other similar Mediterranean destinations, the outlook is particu-
larly bleak. Across all cases, uncertainty reigns at just how long all these various measures 
will remain in place. Europe as a whole is in a better position to respond to the crisis in its 
immediate neighbourhood, especially when the situation there is juxtaposed with the likes 
of Syria or Gaza, where infections have recently been reported.

Social
The major concern is that states across the world fortunate enough to not be at the in-
itial forefront of the outbreak and are behind on the epidemic curve are merely delaying 
the onset of similar circumstances such as that of Italy, with gradually more serious ap-
proaches enacted only once the situation becomes worse. Again, it seems the hesitan-
cy may emanate from a need to introduce stricter measures in a gradual approach so 
to avoid panic, the unprecedented process to galvanise public resources, and balance 
its approach as new data comes in. Various ‘lockdown’ strategies have been announced 
across the world, yet in most cases a lockdown refers not the enforced, draconian type 
but a restriction on all but the most essential reasons for leaving the home such shopping 
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for food and medicine. In response to the continued upsurge in cases and deaths, togeth-
er with flouting of government advise, again, as elsewhere around the world, Italy is set to 
double-down on its lockdown strategy by curtailing all non-essential economic activity for 
a period of two weeks. By late March, Italy introduced some of the toughest measures on 
the continent. Curiously, a debate has also raged on about whether or not testing for the 
virus has been too-aggressive, needlessly counting asymptomatic positives. 

Germany sealed its borders, and the E.U. as a whole has temporarily blocked the admit-
tance of non-E.U. nationals, which complements the wide-ranging flight bans introduced 
around the world. Interestingly, in early February the WHO advised against “restrictions 
that unnecessarily interfere with international trade and travel”, and later that “travel bans 
to affected areas or denial of entry […] are usually not effective in preventing the impor-
tation of cases but may have a significant economic and social impact”. Nevertheless, 
it seems the vast majority of countries have gone on to do just that. In France, the initial 
appeal to ‘national solidarity’ did not quite work as planned, as in elsewhere in the world, 
emphasising the need to enforce or incentivise social distancing or lockdowns. The same 
pattern was repeated in the U.K., and in a similar manner in Turkey with persons over 65’s 
who went against the government’s insistence that they stay at home. Some may decry 
the moves as that of a paternalistic state, others may see the necessity. The strict moves 
are necessary to mitigate the spread of the disease and defer and flatten the peak of the 
epidemic curve to a point where hospital capacity has more of a fighting chance. There 
are growing calls for a fuller range of strict measures to be introduced now, including that 
of enforced social distancing, extensive case finding, isolation/quarantine, and contact 
tracing. With healthcare systems overloaded around the world, perhaps the pandemic 
may galvanise the future expansion of the healthcare centre. In Spain, for example, mem-
bers of the Military Emergency Unit found abandoned elderly patients and corpses left 
in retirement homes, although with hospitals and funeral services understandably over-
whelmed, health workers were instructed to leave bodies in place. What remains to be 
seen is whether or not the social impacts concerning the realisation of how precarious the 
human condition is may then translate to economies organised around more sustainable, 
ecological concerns centred around human well-being, which need not be a signal for 
wholesale ideological change but the recalibration of global capitalism, and perhaps even 
a reversal of the social distancing of the U.S. from the global world order. 

Conclusion 
This essay has outlined the contours of some of the major political, economic, and social, 
effects and debates the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus outbreak has incited thus far. With ex-
amples drawn from Italy, Germany, Spain, and France, the article has attempted to match 
some of main tenants of the fallout, proven or projected, with the situation on the ground. 
A great deal of the conversation emanates from idealised ideologies in the abstract seam-
lessly translated into the various political, economic, and social, effects of the pandemic. 
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The political debate can be crude and the reality far more complex, with the situation ex-
ploitable by both populists of West and authoritarian regimes around the world. From the 
economic perspective, the double-edged sword of globalisation may alert decision-mak-
ers to the sheer interconnectivity of the contemporary global system, at the expense of 
zero-sum paradigms at the nation state level, and help build resilience to such shocks in 
the future, with added emphasis on initiatives such as the Green Deal in Europe. From the 
social perspective, the shock of the pandemic and the precariousness of life may encour-
age alternative social habits, and a renewed interest in techno-scientific developments 
and the economic basis of modern ways of life may emerge for years to come.
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As Covid-19 creates havoc around the world, and with the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) describing it as a ‘pandemic’, governments have had to scramble to manage the 
spread and impact. South Asia, namely Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, 
Maldives, Afghanistan and Bhutan have begun to experience what is being described as 
‘phase three’ of the Covid-19 pandemic as of late March 2020. This development comes 
after the disease spread widely among local communities. In contrast, during ‘phase two’, 
the transmission was predominantly traced back to arrivals from foreign countries. As the 
coronavirus spreads, the fight against this disease has accelerated both in terms of pre-
vention and cure. This essay will outline some of the key common challenges as well as 
advantages associated with South Asia when it comes to fighting Covid-19, along with 
some unique country-level priorities. 

Regional Statistics
As of May 11th 2020, South Asia’s Covid-19 cases have remained low compared to, for 
example, the European Union, the United States or China. Nevertheless, cases are contin-
uing to rise, and according to some experts, are about to grow exponentially.

Confirmed Covid-19 cases in South Asian countries

(11/05/2020)

Source
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Confirmed deaths in South Asian countries

Source

(11/05/2020)

(11/05/2020)

Source

Confirmed recoveries in South Asian countries

https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
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Given the above figures, Pakistan and India have the highest number of confirmed cases, 
with the highest fatality rate in Afghanistan and the lowest fatality rate in Sri Lanka, Nepal, 
Maldives and Bhutan with all countries reporting zero fatalities. Nepal has also reported 
the highest recovery rate.

However, there are concerns that confirmed cases of Covid-19 are under-reported in 
South Asia. This may be due to multiple factors, including high costs of testing for cash-
strapped governments and lacking health infrastructure that may have led to a lack of 
testing, and consequently, detection of the disease.

Shared Advantages
Considering countries in the region fair similarly on multiple demographic, socioeconomic 
and human development indicators, this section focuses on common advantages that 
may be at play in South Asian nations’ fight against the novel coronavirus. Firstly, the medi-
an age across South Asia is 27.6 years. As the novel coronavirus is believed to be deadlier 
for the elderly, who are also more likely to be hospitalised and thus potentially overwhelm 
health systems, this may be an advantage. 

Secondly, South Asia as a region may be what is come to be known as ‘behind the curve’ 
when it comes to Covid-19 infection and having learned from other worse affected re-
gions, may be able to apply lessons learned effectively to ‘flatten the curve’. As of March 
26th 2020, despite the low numbers of cases of novel coronavirus regionally, Sri Lanka 
has imposed a strict indefinite curfew, India has imposed a 21-day complete lockdown, 
Nepal has closed its borders, and while Pakistan and Bangladesh have not compelled 
lockdowns, social distancing measures have been undertaken. Furthermore, the military 
has been deployed in both countries to help civil administrations enforce preventative 
measures. Even in Afghanistan, the Taliban who have been historically sceptical of global 
health organisations, have confirmed that it was ready to cooperate with the WHO.

Common Challenges
According to World Bank data, population density in South Asia was 380 people per km2 
in 2018, making it one of the most densely populated regions in the world. This makes 
social distancing very difficult, as many people live in close quarters with their families and 
neighbours and share facilities such as toilets. Lack of access to clean water and disin-
fectants is common, and with regional air pollution reaching alarming levels, managing a 
full-blown novel coronavirus outbreak is expected to be a nightmare.

On top of that, South Asian countries do not have advanced healthcare systems. For ex-
ample, India has one doctor per 2000 people (the WHO recommends a doctor-patient 
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ratio of 1:1000), while Pakistan has approximately 2000 ventilators in preparation for the 
Covid-19 outbreak. Somewhat ironically, both are reported to have rapidly expanding nu-
clear weapon arsenals. South Asian countries tend to historically underspend on health 
care. Quarantine arrangements have been lacking severely in multiple countries, including 
India and Pakistan. In the case of Pakistan, the poorly managed quarantine facilities on the 
Pakistan-Iran border were considered the source of most positive cases of Covid-19 in 
the country.

Given the massive constraints, governments have opted for measures such as enforced 
lockdowns and curfews. While they can be considered pre-emptive measures in order to 
avoid what is likely to be an unmanageable situation, the impact of such measures on the 
economies of South Asia is expected to be enormous. 

This is firstly since, as data from the International Labour Organisation (ILO) shows, most 
South Asian countries have very high numbers of informal workers. For example, Nepal, 
India and Pakistan have informal employment rates of 91%, 81% and 78% respectively. 
As per the ILO, informal employment is defined as ‘all remunerative work (i.e. both self-em-
ployment and wage employment) that is not registered, regulated or protected by exist-
ing legal or regulatory frameworks, as well as non-remunerative work undertaken in an 
income-producing enterprise. Informal workers do not have secure employment con-
tracts, workers’ benefits, social protection or workers’ representation’. That means that in 
India, for example, which has implemented a 21-day lockdown with no measures such as 
government food or cash transfer programmes, more than 8 out of 10 people (81%) are 
employed informally. This is significant as many informal workers do not have job securi-
ty, and lockdowns mean loss of critical income. Experts are warning that lockdowns and 
curfews without support measures in place may lead to a desperate situation, particularly 
for informal workers earning daily wages. This is already evident in India where many daily 
labourers believe the lockdown amounts to an ‘order to starve’, particularly when backed 
up by the threat of policy violence. Food security is also a problem in Sri Lanka, where a 
curfew has been imposed. It is not unreasonable to expect conflict, potentially in the form 
of riots or violent protests, to follow soon after. Such workers are also more likely to seek 
out work, thereby increasing their risk of infection and possibly becoming carriers. 

Secondly, some economies in South Asia, such as Nepal and the Maldives are heavily 
reliant on tourism. In Nepal, more than a million jobs are generated by the industry. Tourism 
has become the main driver of the economy in land-locked Nepal. The novel coronavirus 
outbreak in neighbouring countries as well as in countries that are the source of much of 
Nepal’s tourism (India, the United States and China) has generated panic in the country. 
Nepal, with just three confirmed cases of Covid-19 as of March 26th 2020, with no deaths 
and one person having recovered already, has sealed its borders as a preventative meas-
ure. However, this is likely to create havoc for the country’s economy as more time passes.
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Delhi police officer wields his baton against a man as a punishment for breaking the 

lockdown rules after India ordered a 21-day nationwide lockdown to limit the spread 

of the coronavirus (Covid-19) in old Delhi, India on March 29, 2020. 

(İmtiyaz Khan - Anadolu Agency)

Case Studies: India and 
Afghanistan 
India
The Indian government was quick to undertake preventative measures such as airport 
screenings and flight restrictions as early as late January as the novel coronavirus spread 
in China. The country, however, did not ban incoming international travel until mid-March 
2020, and that led more than 80,000 arrivals from the Gulf States and elsewhere to pour 
into India every day. This led India to enter ‘phase three’ from ‘phase two’ of the Covid-19 
spread, with local community transmission gaining traction over cases being traced to 
arrivals from foreign countries. The country is the most densely populated out of all South 
Asian countries, with millions of people living in extremely close proximity, many without 
access to clean water or disinfectants. Immunocompromised people are documented 
to be more likely to experience the more severe forms of Covid-19, and with more than a 
third of Indians being hypertensive and 10 per cent diabetic, along with rampant malnu-
trition, the Indian government was potentially neglectful by delaying banning all incoming 
international travel.

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/27/opinion/india-coronavirus-lockdown.html
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https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/27/opinion/india-coronavirus-lockdown.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/27/opinion/india-coronavirus-lockdown.html
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While it can be justified given that such a move would have had negative economic im-
pacts, particularly as many countries did not consider travel bans necessary before mid-
March 2020, India’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) led by Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi encouraged the utilisation of unscientific measures for both prevention and cure for 
Covid-19. BJP leaders threw multiple parties where cow urine was touted as prevention 
and cure. At such events, local BJP leaders drank cow urine to spread the message of 
its usefulness to combat Covid-19. Along with cow urine, yoga has also been touted as 
a cure. After a prominent guru extolled the benefits of yoga, the Chief Minister of Uttar 
Pradesh, Yogi Adityanath, recommended it for several diseases including Covid-19. In-
dian ministries issued advisories recommending traditional medicines and remedies for 
Covid-19 on 29th January 2020. Unfortunately, this is not unique to the current situation. 
Given the massive popularity of Prime Minister Narendra Modi and his party in India, such 
actions carry grave danger when it comes to disinformation and misinformation. In a de-
veloping country such as India with high Internet connectivity and low levels of literacy, 
where effective health communication is a difficult task at the best of times, irresponsible 
statements from the ruling government can have disastrous consequences.

According to a group of scientists quoted in The New York Times, instead of the official 
numbers of 649 confirmed novel coronavirus cases and 13 deaths as of March 26th 
2020, the actual number in India was estimated to be more than 21,000 infections. This 
divergence was likely due to the lack of testing, which remains the trend even in May 2020. 

Indian Administered Kashmir has been under lockdown since August 5th 2019, following 
the decision to revoke Article 370 of the Indian Constitution that had given special rights 
to Jammu and Kashmir. A lockdown and communications blackout followed immediately 
after as Kashmiris were expected to protest against what many of them saw as an attempt 
to alter the demographics of their region. Some have - somewhat jadedly - offered con-
solation to Kashmiris, as the novel coronavirus spreads through India leading to a coun-
try-wide lockdown, that they have had significant experience with lockdowns so it may not 
be as hard for them. However, considering Kashmir still does not have access to 4G Inter-
net technology that the rest of India does, consequences of the Covid-19 outbreak may 
be compounded. Firstly, there is a consequent lack of access to information on preventive 
measures. Secondly, Kashmiri children do not have access to online education, as the 
rest of India does. Kashmiri children have not had access to schools since August 2019, 
and the lockdown is only going to exacerbate the issue. Thirdly, Kashmir’s economy, al-
ready devastated by the Indian government crackdown since August 2019, is going to be 
further impacted as the communication blackout does not allow for working from home. 
Additionally, there are thousands of young Kashmiri boys and men who have been jailed 
and allegedly tortured since August 2019. Given that many countries (Afghanistan and 
Pakistan being regional examples) are considering releasing prisoners from overcrowded 
jails to reduce the risk of coronavirus transmission, no such initiative has been taken by 
the BJP when it comes to Kashmiris, despite calls to do so. 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/03/09/hindu-nationalists-magical-remedies-coronavirus-bjp-india/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/03/09/hindu-nationalists-magical-remedies-coronavirus-bjp-india/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/03/09/hindu-nationalists-magical-remedies-coronavirus-bjp-india/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/03/09/hindu-nationalists-magical-remedies-coronavirus-bjp-india/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/27/opinion/india-coronavirus-lockdown.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-49234708
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-49234708
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-49234708
https://qz.com/india/1825880/indias-coronavirus-lockdown-is-a-walk-in-the-park-for-kashmiris/
https://qz.com/india/1825880/indias-coronavirus-lockdown-is-a-walk-in-the-park-for-kashmiris/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/30/world/asia/Kashmir-lockdown-photos.html
https://www.dailysabah.com/world/mid-east/afghanistan-to-release-up-to-10000-inmates-to-stem-coronavirus-spread
https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/632914-phc-petitioned-for-release-of-all-prisoners-due-to-coronavirus-threat
http://saudigazette.com.sa/article/591081/World/Asia/Families-of-prisoners-in-Kashmir-call-for-their-release-amid-coronavirus-outbreak
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As of May 11th 2020, 861 confirmed cases emerged from the Kashmir Valley, with 9 con-
firmed deaths. However, the BJP government refuses to reinstate full internet services in 
the region, despite several international calls to do so, including by Amnesty International 
India’s Executive Director Avinash Kumar:

‘The situation in relation to the coronavirus is constantly evolving. To ensure its full com-
munication to the people of Jammu and Kashmir, the government of India must urgently 
lift internet restrictions in the region and ensure real-time preparedness of the people 
against the spread of the virus. The responses to coronavirus cannot be based on human 
rights violations and a lack of transparency and censorship.’ 

Afghanistan
Afghanistan has, as of May 11th 2020, 4402 confirmed Covid-19 cases. ​Though the num-
bers are unexpectedly low, this is likely to be linked with lack of testing as is the case in 
India. Afghanistan is particularly vulnerable to a Covid-19 outbreak due to multiple factors.

The first factor is that thousands of Afghans are entering the country from neighbouring 
Iran every day in a bid to escape the disease outbreak there. Most of the positive cases 
are returnees from Iran. The Afghan government has yet not ordered the closure of the 
Afghanistan-Iran border. Considering Pakistan, which received almost a million pilgrims 
returning from Iran, has linked most of the cases in the country to them, it is likely that 
not closing the border as well as lacking screening facilities, is leading to many cases of 
Covid-19 entering Afghanistan undetected. Given that there is a severe lack of screening, 
a lack of proper quarantine measures appears to be a natural by-product. The Afghan 
government’s inability to ensure preventative measures in anticipation of a Covid-19 out-
break has increased the risk of coronavirus transmission in the country.

According to the acting provincial public health director of Kandahar Province, Muham-
mad Zaeem Zmarial Kakar, many Afghans do not adhere to recommendations provided 
by the Afghan government for several reasons. These include low literacy levels leading to 
an inability to comprehend the seriousness of the threat to fatalistic beliefs and rumours 
based on pseudo-religious reasoning such as Muslims being immune to the novel coro-
navirus. A lack of trust between the Afghan government and some factions of the Afghan 
public cannot be ruled out as a contributing factor. These reasons present significant 
challenges to healthcare workers and public health professionals working on developing 
preventative measures for the country. Additionally, health communication related to the 
novel coronavirus has not been context-specific in Afghanistan. For example, many ad-
vertisements feature hand sanitizers, which are not at all common in the country. Hand 
washing is advertised, but most cities in Afghanistan lack public toilets. 

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/kashmir-reports-1st-coronavirus-death-/1779947
https://tolonews.com/health/how-serious-coronavirus-afghanistan
https://tolonews.com/health/how-serious-coronavirus-afghanistan
https://thediplomat.com/2020/03/can-afghanistan-weather-the-coronavirus-storm/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/03/can-afghanistan-weather-the-coronavirus-storm/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/03/can-afghanistan-weather-the-coronavirus-storm/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/03/can-afghanistan-weather-the-coronavirus-storm/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/03/can-afghanistan-weather-the-coronavirus-storm/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/03/can-afghanistan-weather-the-coronavirus-storm/
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This is very similar to the unsuccessful messaging employed by the United States in Af-
ghanistan. In the early 2000s, when the Bush administration launched its ‘war on terror’ 
programming that aimed to win Afghan public approval for US policies, some themes de-
ployed by the US military included ‘the war on terror justifies US intervention’, ‘Taliban are 
enemies of the Afghan people, and ‘monetary rewards are offered for turning in weapons 
and/or capturing Taliban leaders’. US researchers found much of the communication ma-
terial used to be inefficacious as it was developed without considering the local socio-cul-
tural landscape. For example, many Afghans did not know what US dollars looked like, so 
material that offered monetary rewards in dollars was woefully ineffective. Using footage 
of the actual attack on the World Trade Centre elicited the same response, as much of the 
Afghan rural population had not even seen a television, much less New York. Similarly, im-
ages of the Taliban used in the material were images of everyday Afghans. Many Afghans 
did not know what the Taliban leaders looked like and were likely to associate material 
showing targeting of Taliban with targeting of all Afghans.

Additionally, political instability threatens to increase Afghanistan’s vulnerability to Cov-
id-19. After a long drawn out election in Afghanistan, Afghan President Ashraf Ghani and 
his political rival Abdullah Abdullah both claimed victory and the United States had to me-
diate to resolve the problem by propagating an inclusive government that would accom-
modate both, as was done in 2014. However, the U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
was unable to mend fences between the old rivals and consequently the United States 
announced cuts in financial aid to Afghanistan, starting with a cut of $1 billion in aid to the 
country in 2020. Considering Afghanistan is cash strapped, uses US aid for even basic 
expenses, and is amidst a political crisis that may compound national unity issues, such 
a loss of resources could be disastrous for Afghanistan. In recognition of this fact, the 
United States pledged $15 million for help in the fight against Covid-19, but questions 
remain whether it will be enough.

Recommendations
Given common advantages and challenges, as well as country-specific priorities and vul-
nerabilities outlined above, South Asia, having entered ‘phase three’ of the pandemic with 
the virus spreading widely among local communities and less likely to be traced back to 
arrivals from foreign countries, could benefit from the following:

• Instead of enforced lockdowns and curfews, it may be more beneficial for national 
and local governments to focus on encouraging social distancing measures. To be 
effective, awareness campaigns should be conducted on multiple platforms, includ-
ing television and online.
• Internet provision must be declared a human right and necessity for all to ensure 
effective health communication for all. In this context, the communication blackout 
in Kashmir must be lifted.

http://www.asianews.eu/content/opinion-boomerang-effect-100863
http://www.asianews.eu/content/opinion-boomerang-effect-100863
http://www.asianews.eu/content/opinion-boomerang-effect-100863
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/03/afghans-dismayed-ghani-abdullah-claim-presidency-200309152322673.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/03/afghans-dismayed-ghani-abdullah-claim-presidency-200309152322673.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/03/afghans-dismayed-ghani-abdullah-claim-presidency-200309152322673.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/23/world/asia/afghanistan-taliban-peace-coronavirus.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/23/world/asia/afghanistan-taliban-peace-coronavirus.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/24/world/asia/afghanistan-us-aid-cut.html
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/afghanistan-pompeo-us-threatening-1-billion-aid-cut-despite-coronoavirus-outbreak-fears/
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• Effective health communication materials need to be developed, keeping in mind 
the socio-cultural context. Given that South Asia is a deeply religious region, it may 
help the national and local governments to enlist the help of religious leaders or at 
least monitor their messaging related to Covid-19.
• Prioritise preventative healthcare over curative by investing in testing. Testing has 
been shown to be very effective in terms of enabling tracking and isolating those 
infected, thus limiting the spread of the disease. Regional governments can direct 
limited resources towards testing, instead of scattering said resources in multiple di-
rections, especially as South Asia does not have a very high number of confirmed 
cases as of yet.
• Provide safe and sanitary quarantine facilities. Quarantine facilities must be par-
ticularly focused on ensuring women, children and minorities are safe from harass-
ment and exploitation.
• Encourage national and local media to not create panic by adhering to guidelines 
related to reporting disasters, including reporting reliable data, featuring trusted ex-
perts and ensuring all news is thoroughly fact-checked. Irresponsible reporting may 
potentially lead to food hoarding, price gouging, and discrimination towards any par-
ticular group, amongst other unsavoury outcomes.
• Media professionals must avoid politicking at the expense of the potential victims, 
as was witnessed in the case of Pakistan recently. They must focus on providing vi-
tal information to their audiences, instead of on playing blame games or prioritising 
partisan politics. 

https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/03/coronavirus-cases-have-dropped-sharply-south-korea-whats-secret-its-success
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/03/coronavirus-cases-have-dropped-sharply-south-korea-whats-secret-its-success
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/03/coronavirus-cases-have-dropped-sharply-south-korea-whats-secret-its-success
https://www.propublica.org/article/covid-19-coronavirus-testing-paradox-united-states
https://www.propublica.org/article/covid-19-coronavirus-testing-paradox-united-states
https://www.who.int/news-room/articles-detail/key-considerations-for-repatriation-and-quarantine-of-travellers-in-relation-to-the-outbreak-of-novel-coronavirus-2019-ncov
https://ksj.mit.edu/coronavirus-reporting-resources/
https://ksj.mit.edu/coronavirus-reporting-resources/
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/03/25/asia/india-coronavirus-doctors-discrimination-intl-hnk/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/03/25/asia/india-coronavirus-doctors-discrimination-intl-hnk/index.html
https://gulfnews.com/world/asia/pakistan/in-the-time-of-coronavirus-pakistans-media-is-playing-politics-politics-1.1585289943755
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Introduction  
Covid-19 has had a colossal impact on the world. Beyond the public health war waged by 
governments, economic contagion has likewise emerged as a significant issue. Indeed, a 
virus ten-thousandth of a millimetre has ravaged health systems and brought the world to 
a standstill. A strain of coronavirus, Covid-19 is an infectious respiratory disease that has 
spread all over the world, sickening over 1.2 million people in 183 countries. The World 
Health Organisation (WHO) labelled it a ‘pandemic’ on 11 March; healthcare systems on 
the frontlines of this crisis have consequently been overloaded and are under threat of 
collapse.  

This essay comparatively explores the situation of the healthcare systems belonging to 
four countries deeply affected by the Covid-19 pandemic, namely the United States (US), 
France, Italy and Spain. After a country analysis, specific metrics are examined to display 
the variances between these countries. Finally, a brief projection of potential future sce-
narios is provided.

Root Causes  
The Coronavirus pandemic and its effects are ravaging countries across the globe, push-
ing healthcare systems to their limits. States, which were believed to have some of the 
best medical infrastructure in the world, have seen their capacities stretched and their 
vulnerabilities exposed. News media continue to reveal the shocking situation in various 
Western countries, whereby hospitals lack personal protection equipment, medical sup-
plies and respirators but also funding and qualified personnel to handle a pandemic of 
such a scale.

In a recently published co-authored paper, global systemic causes were explored in or-
der to better understand the present situation. Neoliberal ideas adopted by governments 
around the world, in particular, with their concomitant austerity measures were identified 
as one of the key culprits. Neoliberalism as an ideology, which was embraced and market-
ed around the world by wealthy elites, informed much of the logic that led to cuts in the 
budgets of public health institutions until the latter reached an impasse. Neoliberalism 
is an ideology that values economic growth and corporate profits above any criteria of 
fairness, equitability, compassion, or sustainability. According to Professor Mickey Eliason, 
neoliberalism “involves an erosion of government regulation and funding of health and 
human services and replaces government funding and oversight with a private market 
economy. This for-profit orientation shifts the system from an emphasis on human rights 
and quality to one of cost-savings and efficiency and makes all variety of health servic-
es into goods for sale.” By turning health care into a for-profit business and patients into 
clients, the less favoured segments of the population were deprived of their access to 
health services. As Professor Sue McGregor explains, “health care policy is comprised 

https://www.economist.com/leaders/2020/03/26/the-state-in-the-time-of-covid-19
https://www.who.int/dg/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-on-covid-19---11-march-2020
https://researchcentre.trtworld.com/publications/policy-outlook/brace-for-impact-the-coronavirus-pandemic-and-the-brave-new-world-to-come
https://www.academia.edu/13814610/Neoliberalism_and_Health
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1470-6431.2001.00183.x
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of government decisions affecting cost, delivery, quality, accessibility and evaluation of 
programmes, traditionally funded through taxation, designed to enhance the physical 
wellbeing of all members of the population, with special focus on children, elders […] and 
women. The health status of a nation can be a reflection of the health care policy in place.”

During the present Covid-19 pandemic, numerous reports have been related about med-
ical staff having to take life-and-death decisions. They have been put in situations where 
they have to decide rapidly about who lives and who dies. They have to choose who will 
have access to care, under what scope of service, and under which quality of care. These 
quick decisions in life-threatening situations are putting many people’s lives at risk. Things 
could have been entirely different had governments not decided to jeopardise public 
health under the mantra of the free market and privatisation. This situation prompted Aca-
demic Noam Chomsky to declare: “Why is there a coronavirus crisis? It’s a colossal market 
failure. It goes right back to the essence of markets exacerbated by the savage neoliberal 
intensification of deep social-economic problems.”

Over the past decades, several authors have tried to warn the general public about the 
clear and present danger that neoliberalism represents to public health. There is a vast 
body of literature that discusses this issue, including books such as The Deadly Ideas of 
Neoliberalism, Dying for Growth, Sickness and Wealth, Infections and Inequalities, Pathol-
ogies of Power, Blind Spot, The Body Economic: Why Austerity Kills, and Global Health, 
Human Rights and the Challenge of Neoliberal Policies. However, the problem with neo-
liberal policies is that they were not only based upon a hegemonic discourse emanating 
from the upper echelons in Washington D.C. and other key Western capitals, but they also 
relied on key international institutions such as the World Bank, the International Monetary 
Fund, and other prominent United Nations agencies to push these agendas forcefully all 
around the world, most notably via structural adjustment programs. 

In Western countries, the complete forfeiting of public health systems did not take place 
due to the strong resistance of vocal components within the civil society. However, neolib-
eral lobbies still endeavoured to take control of this infrastructure gradually. Such a strat-
egy is explained at length in the book titled Health Care Under the Knife, whose authors 
describe the four axes of health system under neoliberalism, which include a step-by-step 
approach: 1) health system austerity, 2) a retreat from universalism, 3) a rise in cost-shar-
ing, then 4) health system privatisation.

Under this light, this present study aims to compare and contrast health coverage and 
quality health care among four Western nations, thus exploring where gains have oc-
curred or progress has faltered across these countries. To avoid providing skewed analy-
sis based on conflicting information, this document relies primarily upon OECD data.

https://www.aljazeera.com/amp/news/2020/04/noam-chomsky-coronavirus-pandemic-prevented-200403113823259.html
https://books.google.com.tr/books/about/The_Deadly_Ideas_of_Neoliberalism.html?id=BgBjDgAAQBAJ&redir_esc=y
https://books.google.com.tr/books/about/The_Deadly_Ideas_of_Neoliberalism.html?id=BgBjDgAAQBAJ&redir_esc=y
https://www.amazon.com/Dying-Growth-Global-Inequality-Health/dp/1567511600
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/935319.Sickness_and_Wealth
https://www.ucpress.edu/book/9780520229136/infections-and-inequalities
https://www.ucpress.edu/book/9780520243262/pathologies-of-power
https://www.ucpress.edu/book/9780520243262/pathologies-of-power
https://www.ucpress.edu/book/9780520282841/blind-spot
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/16043569-the-body-economic
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/global-health-human-rights-and-the-challenge-of-neoliberal-policies/92DE040BB3E4B409EFD58EF131638B95
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/global-health-human-rights-and-the-challenge-of-neoliberal-policies/92DE040BB3E4B409EFD58EF131638B95
https://www.amazon.com/Health-Care-Under-Knife-Capitalism/dp/1583676740
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Country Analysis
USA
The US has the most Covid-19 cases in the world by far. Its healthcare system is fund-
ed through a mixture of the public and private sectors. There is no universal healthcare, 
therefore this system relies on for-profit private businesses significantly more than other 
industrialised countries. In fact, healthcare facilities are mostly owned and operated by 
private businesses. The government funds Medicare for senior citizens over 65 years-
of-age; Medicaid for some low-income citizens; the Children’s Health Insurance Program; 
and the Veterans Health Administration. This hybrid system entails that most people get 
their insurance through their employers, which can be insufficient and is one of the main 
reasons medical bills are the leading cause of bankruptcy in the United States. High costs 
or time off of work can be devastating – as seen during this pandemic with the resulting 
unprecedented unemployment claims – and the lack of universal healthcare is seriously 
consequential in this regard. In 2018, it was estimated that 30.4 million people were unin-
sured, and a December 2019 Gallup poll found that “25% of Americans say they or a fam-
ily member have delayed medical treatment for a serious illness due to the costs of care.”

France
France has the fifth most Covid-19 cases in the world. France, contrary to the US, offers 
universal coverage to all its residents. Obligatory health insurance contributions fund this 
highly accessible system, while private options remain available for supplementary cov-
erage. Unemployed people are covered, as are foreigners and ex-pats if they had lived 
in France for longer than three months.  It is generally affordable due to government-set 
caps and fees, but people do pay high taxes to maintain this universal system. The Ministry 
of Social Affairs, Health, and Women’s Rights organises this system and is responsible for 
administering healthcare services. The central government’s responsibilities include “al-
locating budgeted expenditures among different sectors,” and the ministry “is represent-
ed in the regions by the regional health agencies, which are responsible for population 
health and health care.” This pandemic has shown both the benefits and shortcomings 
of its centralised system. The former include how centralisation facilitates a coordinated 
response, and the latter includes poor strategic decisions, such as reducing its national 
medical mask stockpile from 1.2 billion in 2012 to 140 million in 2020, and the fact that 
centralisation can “hinder local initiative.”

https://www.cnbc.com/2019/02/11/this-is-the-real-reason-most-americans-file-for-bankruptcy.html
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhis/earlyrelease/insur201905.pdf
https://news.gallup.com/poll/269138/americans-delaying-medical-treatment-due-cost.aspx
https://www.economist.com/europe/2020/04/04/frances-napoleonic-approach-to-covid-19
https://www.economist.com/europe/2020/04/04/frances-napoleonic-approach-to-covid-19
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Italy
Italy has been hit hard by the Covid-19 pandemic; it currently has the fourth most cases 
in the world and the highest number of deaths. Its rate of cases initially far outpaced its 
neighbours, and other countries have analysed its response for lessons. Italy’s healthcare 
system offers universal coverage to all citizens and foreign residents, and it is the central 
government that collects and allocates tax revenue to fund the system. Some services 
require a small co-payment, such as for procedures or specialist visits. Voluntary, private 
health insurance options are available, but they are not widely used and remain supple-
mentary to cover aspects not covered by the state. Health services are delivered by the 
19 regions and two autonomous provinces, and they have autonomy in terms of the over-
all structure of their systems, which limits robust national coordination. Inequity between 
regions is a concern and, as regions are allowed to generate extra revenue, not all state 
hospitals are similarly equipped. Indeed, the overwhelming demand created by Covid-19 
has shown shortcomings in Italy’s healthcare system as “in the most affected regions, 
the National Healthcare Service is close to collapse—the results of years of fragmenta-
tion and decades of budget cuts, privatisation, and deprivation of human and technical 
resources.”

Spain
Spain has the second most Covid-19 cases in the world and the pressure on its health-
care system has been significant. It has universal healthcare for all residents and the pro-
vision of services is decentralised, giving regions control. It is essentially free with small 
co-payments for specific services. People can use optional, supplementary private insur-
ance to access more types of treatments – an estimated “18% of the population has a pri-
vate healthcare plan”.  The current system has three levels: Central, which is where tax rev-
enue is organised and 
includes the Ministry 
of Health that over-
sees factors like long-
term strategy and na-
tional coordination; 
Autonomous Commu-
nity, where there are 17 
in Spain responsible for 
regional health servic-
es; and Local, where a 
more local perspective 
is used to manage the 

Healthcare workers are seen at the IFEMA Convention and 

Exhibition Center which has been turned into a temporary 

hospital with a capacity of 5,500 beds due to the Coronavirus 

outbreak in Madrid, Spain. (Government of the Community of 

Madrid / Handout - Anadolu Agency)

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/44642530_Determinants_of_health_disparities_between_Italian_Regions
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(20)30074-8/fulltext
https://www.expatica.com/es/healthcare/healthcare-basics/healthcare-in-spain-101467/
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provided health services. One of the downsides of this system is that there is limited coor-
dination between Autonomous Communities. Indeed, the pandemic has caused this dy-
namic to come to the forefront, as well as years of considerable national underinvestment 
which has impaired the resilience of health systems “by depleting their ability to respond 
to surges in need for health care with sufficient health professionals, intensive care unit 
beds, protective equipment, diagnostic test kits, and mechanical ventilators.”

Comparative Analysis
The following graphs compare the healthcare systems of the aforementioned countries 
via various relevant metrics.

Source: OECD
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Acute care hospital beds per 1.000 people. 2017*
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https://healthmanagement.org/c/hospital/issuearticle/overview-of-the-spanish-healthcare-system
https://healthmanagement.org/c/hospital/issuearticle/overview-of-the-spanish-healthcare-system
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(20)30060-8/fulltext
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This graph shows the number of acute care hospital beds per 1,000 people in different 
countries. France has 3.1, Italy has 2.6, and the US and Spain have 2.4. As this graph 
exhibits, some countries are better equipped than others concerning bed capacity and 
surges in demand.

This graph exhibits the stark difference in efficiency between the healthcare system in 
the US and other developed countries. Expenditure per capital in the US is nearly double 
that of  Germany. This is while providing no universal coverage and having millions of peo-
ple uninsured. Per capita, the US spends $10,586, France spends $4,965, Italy spends 
$3,428, and Spain spends $3,323.

$5,447

Source: OECD

Health Expenditure per capita
US

Germany

Sweden

Canada

France

Japan

UK

Italy

Spain

South Korea

Russia

Brazil

Turkey

South Africa

India

$10,586

$10,586

$5,986

$4,974

$4,965

$4,070

$3,428

$3,323

$3,192

$1,514

$1,282

$1,227

$1,072

$209

Source: OECD

Source of Funding per capita
Adjusted for differences in cost of living

Total per-capita spending
Out-of-pocket spending
Private sppending
Public spending

Dollars ($US)

NZ UK OECD
avg

AUS FRA CAN NETH SWE GER NOR SWITZ US*

10,000

9,000

8,000

7,000

6,000

5,000

4,000

3,000

2,000

1,000

0

3108

309
506

$3,923 $3,943 $3,992
$4,566

$4,931 $4,974
$5,288 $5,447

$5,986 $6,187

$7,147

$10,207

207
629

226
716 597

837 357
463

759

749
570

3107 3038 3132
4111

3466
4343 4569 5056 5289

4545 4993

71
807 192

738
21

533

4092

1122

2069
877

376

Per capita health expenditure in 
selected countries in 2018



The Covid-19 Pandemic: A Global Outlook    109

This graph dovetails with the above, as it displays the onus placed on the input of pri-
vate businesses to respective healthcare systems. The US has by far the highest figure at 
$4,092, with other OECD countries having significantly lower private expenditures due to 
the existence of taxpayer-funded universal coverage.

This graph that shows that many people remain uninsured in the US healthcare system 
due to a lack of universal coverage. With 10% of its population uninsured, many people 
are forced to delay important medical claims. Moreover, as coverage tends to be tied to 
employment, in a pandemic situation like we are seeing today, losing a job means losing 
healthcare too. This is not the case in most other industrialised countries.

Source: OECD

Health Insurance Coverage (OECD, 2016)
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Rate of population that is 65 years of age or older
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The Covid-19 pandemic has disproportionately affected senior citizens. Some countries 
have a larger population over 65 years old, such as Italy with 23% of its total population. 
France and Spain have slightly smaller percentages of senior citizens at 20.4% and 19.6% 
respectively. The share in the US is 16.2%, however, due to its much larger population 
base,  there are more senior citizens overall.

Some countries have more doctors per 1,000 inhabitants, which is beneficial when facing 
a pandemic. More staff means being better prepared, especially with doctors and nurses 
increasingly getting sick themselves. Italy has a higher proportion of 4 doctors per 1,000 
inhabitants, while Spain has 3.9 and France has 3.4. The US lags far behind at 2.4, another 
indication of its inefficient system and allocation of resources.

Treatable mortality shows the number of deaths that could be prevented “through effec-

Source: OECD
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tive and timely health care.” In this graph, the US has a treatable mortality rate of 87 per 
100,000 people, the highest of the four countries surveyed. Italy shows a rate of 55 per 
100,000, while Spain and France show 53 and 48 respectively.

Possible scenarios
The comparative approach adopted offers robust metrics to compare and contrast key 
components of the health care performance especially in light of the current Covid-19 
pandemic. 

Even with a global gross domestic product of almost US$100 trillion, the most advanced 
health systems, which are supposed to sustain the hardest shocks, do not seem ade-
quately prepared. As there is recurrent speculation that the reach of the virus and the 
damage done so far is only the beginning, and that Covid-19 may return in force in the fall 
of 2020, uncertainty remains the only certainty. Depleted public health structures com-
bined with the current economic crisis will only worsen the situation and undermine fur-
ther any existing societal safety nets.

The situation in the US remains the most alarming. An erratic leadership with possible links 
to multinational pharmaceutical companies trying to market an untested antimalarial drug 
(hydroxychloroquine) to the public, combined with a weakened state of preparedness 
(among the sample studied) in terms of acute care beds, doctor availability and health 
insurance coverage, are paving the way for a health catastrophe of epic proportions. With 
roughly a quarter of the population uninsured or underinsured, the health of millions of 
Americans is clearly being jeopardised. Already, media reports have indicated that un-
expected medical billings for uninsured patients treated for Covid-19 could cost up to 
US$75,000.

It is indeed staggering that while providing access to quality healthcare is a key compo-
nent of universal health coverage, a clear measure of progress, and a target for countries 
across the world, the US is lagging behind. Nevertheless, access to quality healthcare is 
only half the battle, providing care without financial hardship being the other half of the 
equation. With roughly 10 million people falling into unemployment since the end of March 
2020, the loss of medical insurance immediately becomes an issue for these millions of 
unemployed people. 

In fact, with limited means of living, most of the people recently affected by the recession 
will likely move to poorer and more crowded neighbourhoods with their lot of precarious 
housing, poor sanitation, and lack of access to clean water. Thus, the disease will expand 
the continuum of vulnerability in many countries, including in economically-advanced 
countries. The Covid-19 pandemic could well create a catch-22 situation. For instance, in 

https://www.ifpri.org/blog/how-much-will-global-poverty-increase-because-covid-19
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/scientist-predicts-coronavirus-return-fall-200401075606758.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/scientist-predicts-coronavirus-return-fall-200401075606758.html
https://readsludge.com/2020/04/06/pharma-funded-group-run-by-a-top-trump-donor-is-promoting-malaria-drug-to-the-president/
https://www.axios.com/coronavirus-hydroxychloroquine-white-house-01306286-0bbc-4042-9bfe-890413c6220d.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/04/01/covid-19-hospital-bills-could-cost-uninsured-americans-up-to-75000.html
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/02/us-unemployment-coronavirus-economy
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30757-1/fulltext


The Covid-19 Pandemic: A Global Outlook    113

the US, which  lacks robust safety nets, the virus is already causing significant unemploy-
ment leading to the loss of health insurance. The economic victims of the disease could 
then become health victims of the disease due to the lack of access to preventive means 
as well as to the health care in the event of illness. 

Another likely scenario is that healthcare systems in most countries may soon become 
overburdened due to an ever-increasing demand for emergency services, an over-
stretched ICU capacity, burned-out personnel and reduced staff availability. Parallels are 
already being drawn between the present situation in hospitals in Chicago and Syria dur-
ing the civil war, and the French government has solicited the help of Germany after failing 
to provide care for hundreds of patients. In the meantime, Spain and Italy are receiving 
medical assistance from different nations (e.g. Turkey, Cuba, Russia, China, Qatar), while 
the US government is resorting to unethical and dubious tactics to obtain stocks of med-
ical supplies and respirators to make up for its sheer unpreparedness. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, the four countries analysed exhibit unique characteristics of their respec-
tive healthcare systems. The US offers no universal coverage and relies significantly on 
the private sector, while France, Italy, and Spain all offer accessible, universal healthcare 
with varying degrees of centralisation and regional autonomy. These systems have nu-
ances, which are highlighted when examining various metrics. In the sample studies, 
France has the most acute care beds but has had difficulty in effectively managing the 
pandemic; health expenditure per capita by the US is nearly double the nearest country; 
the US relies the most on private spending; the US has the lowest total health insurance 
coverage. This state of affairs only exposes the inequalities of the system, as a substantial 
segment of the population has no access to healthcare at all. Italy has the largest share of 
people over 65; per capita, Italy supports the most doctors; however, the lack of central 
coordination has been laid bare. 

While the consequences of serial underinvestment and inefficiency has made healthcare 
systems ill-equipped for a pandemic, some countries are in better shape than others. In 
these times, universal coverage has shown its value, with all persons receiving healthcare 
coverage irrespective of employment or social status. As the adage goes, “a chain is only 
as strong as its weakest link.” In any case, lessons must be learned from this health crisis 
as transformative change, while not a panacea, is essential. Superior preparation for a 
cross-border threat - only amplified in an era of globalisation and supply chain diversifi-
cation – needs to be an urgent area of focus for policymakers. Neoliberalism’s ideological 
aversion to social safety nets and appropriate investment in healthcare has come to the 
fore with Covid-19. One possible outcome of Covid-19, if lessons learned are effectively 
implemented, could be can be improved prioritisation in the development of public ser-
vices.  

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/coronavirus-syria-syrian-war-chicago-doctor-zaher-sahloul-a9452986.html
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_174826.htm
https://apnews.com/98cfdbf5c4a62a40eba648723e452f3e
https://www.thepeninsulaqatar.com/article/07/04/2020/Italian-FM-thanks-Qatar-for-donating-field-hospitals-for-fighting-Covid-19
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-52161995







