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T
his too shall pass. The curve will flatten. Humanity
will survive. But already the coronavirus outbreak is
taking on the shape of a once-in-a-generation
watershed. As cities, states and nations scramble to

outpace the disease, choices made or rushed through now may
alter the shape of the world for decades to come.

The early signs point to changes that may have already been
under way, a retreat from globalisation and a resurrection of the
nation state as governments scramble, like hoarders in a global
supermarket, to make sure that their own households are
stocked.

Frontiers e�ectively erased in Europe have once again slammed
shut, even as the southern countries worst a�ected cry out for a
Marshall Plan from the northern industrial giants with whom
they share a market and a currency. The leaders of Israel and
Hungary have seized for themselves powers almost unthinkable
in a democracy, sweeping aside the authority of parliament, the
courts and elections. Will they ever give them back?
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Last week the o�cial American death toll passed that of China,
a landmark humiliation whatever the reliability of Beijing’s
figures. Autocratic China, having incubated the virus, is now in
recovery and stepping into the global leadership vacuum,
sending medical supplies and workers around the world to help
countries newly crippled by the crisis, recasting Beijing from
Grim Reaper to global saviour.

Emergencies “fast-forward historical processes”, says the
historian and philosopher Yuval Noah Harari. “Decisions that in
normal times could take years of deliberation are passed in a
matter of hours.”

The author Robert Kaplan adds: “Crises like wars put history on
fast forward. And history is now on fast forward.” So just weeks
into the pandemic, are we witnessing the shape of the world to
come?

The balance of power



There has been no pandemic like coronavirus in the globalised
age. Since the United States emerged as the postwar global
leader, it has led responses to international crises. The US,
however, is not only structurally ill equipped to fight the
pandemic at home, with no public healthcare system to speak of
and an embedded antipathy to big government, but also its
leadership is temperamentally unsuited to taking on the
problems of the world.

The globe faces “an unbelievably unlucky moment in that we
have the first US president since the war, maybe even longer,
who is not interested in American leadership”, Anne
Applebaum, the author and historian, says.

Kurt Campbell and Rush Doshi, of the Council on Foreign
Relations, observe that the pandemic “has amplified Trump’s
instincts to go it alone and exposed just how unprepared
Washington is to lead a global response”.

Global orders have a tendency to change gradually at first then
all at once, they add, suggesting that the virus could be a “Suez”
moment for the US, marking its decline as a world power.

China was the first country to respond to Italy’s pleas for
assistance when neighbours failed to assist it. Serbia dismissed
European solidarity as “a fairytale”, declaring that “the only
country that can help us is China” as it gratefully received
President Xi’s largesse.
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Beijing’s ability to respond was helped not only by the timing —
Wuhan, where the disease started, has emerged from lockdown
— but also because it was already the leading manufacturer of
the masks, respirators and ventilators that the world needs to
fight the virus.

The US, by contrast, has discovered that its own stocks were
only a tiny percentage of what was now needed at home, much
less give away abroad. Charles Parton, a former British
diplomat, now at Rusi, a British think tank, called China’s
e�orts “a deep propaganda campaign” intended “to obscure the
fact it caused the virus in the first place”.

The former foreign secretary, Lord Hague of Richmond,
predicted that China would emerge from the crisis ever more
powerful, with a swiftly rebounding economy. He also cited



President Trump’s “extraordinary absence of global leadership”
but added, chillingly, that Beijing would “gain from the new age
of the surveillance state that will be summoned into existence
in the coming months”.

He wrote: “Already some countries are requiring citizens to
wear wrist-tags if they are too far from their phone for their
movements to be tracked. And guess who will be well placed to
supply the systems, software and data on a large scale?”

Kurt Campbell says that although there may be a backlash
against China, Washington should be concerned that the lack of
US leadership may not be forgotten. He predicts “a brutal
outpouring of disappointment: how could you have done this to
us?”

Authoritarianism v democracy

China’s apparent containment of the coronavirus has many
states pondering the question: could they have done the same if
they possessed Beijing’s autocratic powers? China’s response
has been vastly aided by surveillance technology, renewing
debates in the West about privacy and big data.

David Miliband, president of the International Rescue
Committee, fears that “the wrong lessons are learnt” in the
pandemic, that isolationism and authoritarianism triumph in
the belief that they are the only way out of “the ultimate
disease” of the connected world.

“It’s not the case that autocracies have dealt with this well and
democracies have dealt with this badly,” he says, pointing to the
successes of democracies such as Taiwan and South Korea in
combating the virus, as well as China’s many missteps.

Iran’s authoritarian theocracy has fared poorly, lacking capacity
and adherence to science along with popular legitimacy.

Authoritarian backsliding from established democracies
without welfare provision, such as India, could result in very
rapid disasters.



Nationalism v globalism

Global supply chains are under urgent scrutiny, especially in the
US. Peter Navarro, architect of Mr Trump’s most protectionist
policies and his trade war with China, raged against European
countries that imposed export controls on critical supplies such
as ventilators, declaring that “in a global public health
emergency, the US is alone”. Yet Mr Trump is accused of trying
to buy monopoly rights over a vaccine from a German
pharmaceutical company for $1 billion.

Washington is also waking up to uncomfortable statistics, such
as China’s 95 per cent share of the US market in antibiotics,
drugs needed to fight secondary infections from the
coronavirus. The pandemic, warns Robin Niblett, of Chatham
House in London, could be “the straw that breaks the back of
economic globalisation”. Stephen Walt, of Harvard University,
fears that it will bring about a world that is “less open, less
prosperous and less free”.

Isolationism v multilateralism

“A collective paralysis has gripped the international community.
There seem to be no adults in the room,” Harari says. “If each
country does its own thing in complete disregard of the other,
the result will be chaos.”



The rapidity of the American withdrawal and a growing assault
on multilateralism has left international structures with little
power.

The World Health Organisation (WHO) has legally binding
protocols on pandemic handling and reporting which every
nation in the world has signed up to. But loopholes intended to
preserve national sovereignty have undermined its ability to
act.

The pleading of the UN secretary-general, António Guterres,
who called the pandemic the worst crisis the global organisation
has faced since its founding, has struggled to cut through the
din of national leaders making their siloed cases.

The G7 and G20 belatedly cobbled together teleconferences only
for a proposed declaration from the latter to be kyboshed by the
US insistence on references to the “Wuhan virus”. In the UN
Security Council, Russia has blocked attempts to organise
remote voting.

The 2008 crash taught us “that individuals matter”, Mr
Miliband notes, recalling the G20 cast led by Barack Obama and
Hu Jintao, who worked together on the crisis in a way that
Washington and Beijing have this time failed to do. But while
urgent measures were taken then, fundamental weaknesses in
the system were never addressed, and they persist in this new
crisis.

The WHO has been both lauded and criticised for its role in the
pandemic, most recently on Tuesday, when Mr Trump accused
it of “China-centrism” for its early work with Beijing and
threatened to defund it before backtracking. The WHO is likely
to come under scrutiny and demands for post-pandemic reform
but it could equally make the case that its weaknesses are the
result of its inability to compel states to respond in concert to
health crises that respect no borders.

The future of Europe

Coming hard on the heels of Brexit, the pandemic has shaken
the foundations of the European Union. Prosperous states such



as Germany and the Netherlands responded slowly to pleas for
help from Italy and Spain, the first southern states to be
stricken by the virus.

The Italian prime minister, Giuseppe Conte, warned that the EU
itself faced collapse if it could not show solidarity and help to
fund the entire continent’s recovery with common debt.
Europe’s leaders are “facing an appointment with history”, he
told the BBC. “If we do not seize the opportunity to put new life
into the European project, the risk of failure is real.”

Italian public opinion is sharply veering away from Brussels; 67
per cent of Italians think the EU disadvantages them. Spain has
warned that the euro itself risks collapse, if not the entire
union. Angela Merkel conceded that the EU was facing its
biggest crisis but although she agreed on triggering the
European stability mechanism bailout fund she made no
mention of the “coronabonds” Italy demanded.

In Hungary Viktor Orban’s seizure of extraordinary emergency
power raises questions about the limits to which the union can
stretch. His move to rule by decree, without recourse to
parliament, the courts or elections, has barely raised a murmur
in a preoccupied Brussels.

Fragile states in a developing world

The coronavirus has yet to take hold in the developing world
but the potential for disaster is enormous in countries where
the simple instruction to wash your hands or stay away from
family members is nearly impossible to fulfill. “Africa may
su�er the worst, yet it will not be the last,” Abiy Ahmed, the
Ethiopian prime minister and Nobel peace laureate, warned. “If
the virus is not defeated in Africa it will only bounce back to the
rest of the world.”

The International Crisis Group warned of the potential of the
pandemic to exacerbate present and dormant conflicts in many
fragile states, fuelling migration. Rogue regimes scent
opportunity in the world’s preoccupation. North Korea
continued ballistic missile testing last week even as Seoul and



Washington bickered over the US decision to furlough
thousands of Koreans working with the military.

Climate change

Last week Britain called o� the COP26 climate talks planned for
November, acknowledging that the pandemic made the pre-
event diplomacy required impossible. In the US, Mr Trump has
issued a “get-out-of-jail-free card” for environmental violations
if the perpetrator can prove the pandemic was the cause. The
bandwidth for international action on climate change has never
looked narrower, even though plunging oil prices and fear over
the instability of the oil market have some predicting the death
of fossil fuels, inadvertently saving the planet.

A bright spot: the decrease in human activity has cleared air
pollution above stilled cities. “If climate change had an e�ect as
immediate as coronavirus, I imagine you’d get a similar
response,” mused Kelly Hogan, a British scientist marooned in
Antarctica, the only coronavirus-free continent. “It can be
frustrating because the pace of climate change is slower. But
maybe it’s reassuring to see that a response of this magnitude
can happen when we want it to.”

Global Britain

Britain was due to deliver its integrated review on foreign,



defence and security policy in July, but this has been delayed as
resources have been diverted to deal with the pandemic.
Malcolm Chalmers, of the Royal United Services Institute,
counsels that the pandemic is so changing the “foreign policy
baseline” that it would be absurd to forge a multi-year policy
without taking those changes into account.

“This is not a minor moment in international security. It’s
comparable to 9/11 as a shock to the international system, in
some ways bigger, but it’s going to have some very big impact on
our thinking. It will generate a new debate about whether we
are giving enough priority to homeland security,” he notes,
which could even include new consideration of the diversity of
our supply chains and a greater need for national self-reliance.

The NHS

The health service has rapidly reorganised in the face of the
pandemic, making the most of being a national system in a way
that bypasses many of the reforms of recent years. NHS England
has taken on powers usually devolved to the GP-led clinical
commissioning groups in each area. That has allowed them, for
example, to negotiate a national contract with the private sector
to buy up almost all of its beds and sta�.

Cancer services usually undertaken on a hospital-by-hospital
basis are being marshalled by central hubs, such as the Royal
Marsden in London. Children’s services, too, are being
centralised, with paediatric patients from across the capital
being gathered in Great Ormond Street.

The way in which doctors see their patients has also changed
rapidly, with the vast majority of GP and hospital outpatient
appointments now conducted over the phone or via video link
in a move prompted both by necessity and by funding to make
it work.

Professor Martin Marshall, chairman of the Royal College of
General Practitioners , said that it had taken “two and bit weeks
to achieve more than we have achieved in 20 years” in adopting
new technology. Many inside the NHS believe that swift change
will herald a permanent transformation.



The economy

Britain will bear the scars of the outbreak for years. The
national debt is likely to rise above 100 per cent of GDP for the
first time since 1963 as borrowing surpasses the horrors of the
2008 financial crisis. One legacy of the pandemic will be a
bigger British state, as the public shoulders more tax to pay
down the extra borrowing, to meet the consequent higher
interest cost and strengthen the NHS.

“The sheer cost of the crisis is going to result in a lot more debt,
so we are going to have to tax people more. In the end this has
to be paid for,” Lord Macpherson of Earl’s Court, the Treasury’s
former top civil servant, says. Households and businesses, too,
will be weighed down by a new debt burden. They will have to
borrow to get through this, despite the billions pledged by the
state in job retention and business support schemes. For the
young, after a decade of lost wage growth and a housing market
that remains out of reach, this may be seen as one economic
betrayal too far.



As Lord King of Lothbury, the former Bank of England governor,
warned, many of them will say: “Why on earth is our future
being put at stake to help prolong the life expectancy of older
people?”

The death of cash

The coronavirus pandemic has seen the use of cash halve amid
concerns that banknotes could spread the virus. It has
accelerated a trend already under way for contactless and card
payments, with the limit on contactless payments increased
from £30 to £45.

CORONAVIRUS
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Smartphone services such as Google and Apple Pay already
ignore those limits. The move puts Britain closer in line with
countries like Finland, where cash is already considered
outdated. But 1.3 million British adults have no bank account,
mostly the poor and elderly, and they are at risk of being
marginalised in a cashless society.

Home working

The pandemic has brought an explosion in home working for
those who are able to do it. Companies are learning what the
benefits might be in reduced overheads, as are workers, grateful
to avoid grinding commutes. Millions trying to juggle childcare
and work in cramped quarters may see the workplace as an
escape, while others may not want to return to it at all. A shift
to more home working could spell trouble for the businesses
serving the needs of o�ce workers, from sandwich shops to
newsagents.

While parents have struggled with juggling home working and
home schooling, those who have long advocated more flexible
working and an end to presenteeism and “face time” are
celebrating a potential culture shift.

“Women are more likely to have care responsibilities, so the
belief that the best work is done in the o�ce hurts us most,”
Brigid Schulte, of the Better Life Lab, says. “As the coronavirus
upends every corner of our lives, I hope it also disrupts the
outdated beliefs about working that hold us back.”



Radical solutions

Crises spur radical solutions. Spain has suggested one: universal
basic income, first floated in Thomas More’s 1516 satirical book
Utopia but revived in recent years as automation threatens the
notion of work for all. In More’s book, a character suggests that
a country should “provide everyone with some means of
livelihood, so that nobody’s under the frightful necessity of
becoming, first a thief, and then a corpse”.

Under basic income, all existing social security benefits are
replaced with a flat-rate payment for all, without means testing.
The idea that underpins it is that a modest income, which can
be supplemented by work, reduces reliance on other benefits.

UBI pilots have been conducted from Canada to Kenya with
mixed results: they have been applied either geographically or
only to the unemployed. Daniel Susskind, the economist and
author of A World Without Work, suggested that Britain
introduce a basic income of £1,000 a month for every adult.
Susskind said that he had previously approached the notion of
UBI “from a position of scepticism” but “the arrival of
coronavirus has changed my attitude”.

“Robots may not have taken all the jobs just yet, but the
pandemic is decimating the demand that those jobs rely upon,”
he said. Or as Andrew Yang, the former Democratic US
presidential candidate, said of his UBI centred campaign: “I
should have been talking about a pandemic instead of
automation.”

Chart: The Times and The Sunday Times • Source: Department for Work
and Pensions
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And a few words of hope

Predictions are just that. President Steinmeier of Germany is
one of those who refuses to give in to the gloom, calling for
global unity at a moment of truly global crisis. “This is not the
time for geopolitical turf battles,” he warns. “We realise that our
societies will not be the same after the crisis and the world we
live in will also be di�erent. But we defy all those who pretend
to know already today that it will be a poorer, colder world. Our
decisions over the course of the coming weeks and months will
determine what the world looks like tomorrow.”

Additional reporting: Philip Aldrick, Kat Lay
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