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PREFACE


Why have hundreds of thousands of lives been needlessly lost during the pandemic through a lack of equipment, medicine and vaccines?


Why does a sword of Damocles hang over the global economy, which is under constant threat of financial crises and suffering pitifully low growth?


Why, despite the genius of the world’s best scientists, are we struggling to halt climate change?


Why, in 2021, are there still 260 million school-age boys and girls who will not be in education even after the pandemic is finally over?


Why are our promises to end extreme poverty and avoidable infant and maternal mortality being betrayed?


Why can’t we collect taxes from some of the world’s wealthiest people and companies, instead of standing by as they hide their fortunes in tax havens?


And why is there a new nuclear arms race under way, with half a dozen countries threatening to become nuclear-weapon powers?


None of these questions is easy to answer and to do so involves an intensive search for information and complex judgements – but they all have one characteristic in common: they are global problems that need global solutions. None can be resolved by one country, organisation or leader on their own. None can be solved without a degree of cooperation between nations.


But for the most part, this does not happen, and when it does, it is insufficient. There is a mismatch between the global nature of the problems we face and our capacity – or willingness – to resolve them as a global community. Instead, we continue to work within a predominantly national framework.


The result is that families go hungry, children go uneducated, men and women go without work, taxes that could fund our public services are not paid, our environment deteriorates, people die of disease, and nuclear weapons with the power to destroy our entire planet grow in number, with proliferation and escalation an ever-present threat.


Nothing has brought this home to me more than the avoidable waste of human lives as a result of our collective failure to prevent, control and overcome the COVID-19 pandemic. We were ill-prepared for the onslaught of the virus not because we lacked expert doctors, scientists or academics, nor because there was no manufacturing capacity to produce the treatments and cures, but because over many years we have failed to get our act together: no early warning systems worth their name; no adequate exchange of information between countries; no proper monitoring; no obligations on states to take remedial action; no sufficiently large reserves of drugs or even protective equipment; and no agreement on how we share the burden of paying for what we desperately need from ventilators to vaccines. And so this book started with a set of questions that I felt that, after more than forty years in public life, I needed to investigate and try to answer. I wanted to understand why, in the face of such glaring need, national governments seemed so ineffective and international institutions seemed so powerless to act. And what, through practical measures, we could do about this state of affairs.





How we organise ourselves as an international community is not an abstract question to be dealt with only by diplomats and lawyers, it is of immediate and pressing relevance to all of us. Even as vaccination protects lives from the effects of the disease, we still face a common virus and a common recession. As I write, each country is having its own domestic debate on recovery and what we do next; unsurprisingly, there are common themes that emerge, and instead of debates in America that are America-centric, in Europe that are Euro-centric and in Asia that are Asia-centric it makes sense to consider whether problems common to us all call for similar responses and shared solutions. I want to bring leaders to an understanding that they need to think global.


Seven Ways to Change the World is thus an inquiry into what I also call the world’s ‘ungoverned spaces’. This term has traditionally meant the unsafe, lawless zones in failing and fragile states where private warlords, bandits, pirates, terrorist insurgents, arms traders, illicit drug dealers and black marketers hold sway. Governance in such areas is notoriously difficult, with the public will disregarded and the public good tarnished by private actors merely out for their own gain. But I am not talking about these places; the ungoverned spaces I have in mind are alarmingly much vaster, if still sharing in certain traits. They encompass the entire global environment – polluted oceans, desiccated forests and fast-expanding deserts. They span the global financial system as tax havens, offshore financial centres and illicit flows of money facilitate the looting of public coffers by the world’s least needy. And they include the world’s thermonuclear safety regime, ever more technologically sophisticated but also ever more vulnerable to accidents and manipulation.


Like their traditional counterparts, these ungoverned spaces are all lacking effective governance in the name of the public good. To clean up these areas, we need to turn well-meaning but currently underperforming international institutions into effective swords for justice. The recent pandemic has highlighted this. Despite all the efforts of the WHO and the many brilliant medics and scientists around the world, much of global health is an ungoverned space. Too often it is a case of ‘everyone for himself or herself’, rather than recognising that we are all in this together. As a result thousands have died who, with proper care, could and should have lived.


We can debate whether the virus was avoidable: what is clear is that the unimaginable human loss was avoidable. This became a man-made disaster. Similarly, poverty, pollution and nuclear proliferation are avoidable ailments. And as I reflected on these preventable problems and what we could do to solve them, I realised that the underlying failure was the yawning gap between our need to cooperate and our willingness to do so. The case for international cooperation had to be made.


In this book, I identify what I consider to be the seven most challenging global problems. I start with global health but range widely to include: global financial instability; climate change and environmental damage; the barriers to education and opportunity; the humanitarian crisis and global poverty; global inequality and one of its biggest manifestations, the continued use of global tax havens; and nuclear proliferation. These are problems that require global responses and cannot be fully addressed without cross-border cooperation.


There are, of course, other challenges of a global nature, many now emerging in the field of advanced technology, not least in the rules governing cybersecurity, artificial intelligence, the Internet and globalisation’s digital networks. In areas like cybercrime, there is still no global oversight body, even when, as Professor Ian Goldin points out in his book The Butterfly Defect, ‘a single computer virus, such as WannaCry or NotPetya – whether produced by organised state agencies or lone-wolf individuals – can spread globally and cause billions of dollars of damage within days’. What we do to address challenges like these would require another book by writers more expert than me, but I will touch upon possible ways forward in the context of the China–USA relationship, when I look at what can be done to avert a future of ‘one world, two systems’.





In spring 2020, just as the scale of the common threat became obvious, President Trump withdrew critical American funding from the World Health Organization, the one forum that unites medics, scientists and policy makers across the world. Saddened by this and the global response to the crisis and impatient to see things change, I started to write about the need for cooperation. Now, as I complete this book, Trump’s successor, in a few weeks of clear vision and active politics, has inaugurated what may become a new era of partnership and international cooperation. And if this book can offer some ideas that can shape such a future it will have served its purpose.


President John F. Kennedy – a good man in a crisis, whether in command of a wrecked motor torpedo boat in the Pacific War or managing the challenges of the Cuban Missile Crisis with calm resolve and agility – was fond of saying: ‘The Chinese use two brush strokes to write the word “crisis”. One brush stroke stands for danger; the other for opportunity. In a crisis, be aware of the danger – but recognise the opportunity.’ The seven crises I highlight present us with the chance to think of changes we can make which, if enacted, would address some of the most pressing challenges felt across continents. These seven actions are not going to be seven new wonders of the world but they are practical advances that can make a difference to millions of lives.










PART ONE Learning From Our Past











INTRODUCTION


In late 2019 an invisible virus, thought to have surfaced from a wet market in a huge industrial Chinese city, spread round the world in fewer than eighty days. COVID-19 has already done more damage than any economic downturn or military conflict in recent history. At time of writing, in spring 2021, COVID-19 has infected more than 127 million people – more than any epidemic since the Spanish flu of 1918–19. This microscopic parasite, 10,000 times smaller than a grain of salt, has caused more deaths – in excess of 3 million – than any war in the West since 1945. And it has wrought more financial havoc, disrupted more trade, killed off more jobs, led to more lost production and caused more company closures than any modern recession.


COVID-19 has not only attacked our human bodies and shattered our economic fabric, it has also undermined the cultural and social foundations of our lives. As individuals, we have come face to face with our own vulnerability and mortality. Each of us has been sharply reminded of the sheer precariousness of life and the fundamental fragility of the human condition. And the pandemic has called into question much of what we know about disease, technology, economics and human behaviour, to the extent that our pre-COVID-19 world is simply no more. Across the board, well-established paradigms about the role of individuals, markets and states have been challenged and long-held assumptions about the nature of the social contract, the openness of our societies, the responsibilities of governments, the reach of the state and even the very idea of progress have been called into question. All these issues require investigation. In this book, we will interrogate our prevailing ideas, ideologies and institutions and ask why they proved so inadequate in their response to the challenge of COVID-19; and how we can now take the crisis as an opportunity to create a better world.


As unprecedented as what has been variously called the Great Lockdown and the Great Virus Crisis has been, it has shone a new light on age-old problems: oppressive poverty; the unequal distribution of opportunities; and what the economist J. K. Galbraith referred to sixty years ago as the contrast between public squalor and private wealth – the inequalities and divisions that arise from the way our economy is run, our resources are allocated and our environment is managed.1


It has accelerated changes already in train, not least the flight from the physical to the virtual. Even before the pandemic, a profound transition was already under way, taking us from the old, industrial, workplace-based economy to the more recent information and technology revolution – The Fourth Industrial Revolution – and on to an as-yet undetermined future. So, even when the pandemic is over, it is unlikely there will be a return to ‘business as usual’. Indeed, the very idea of a ‘normality’ is now little more than a fiction, and in no sense a guide to the future in a world continuously reshaped by radical uncertainty.


For the crisis is also forcing onto the agenda new ways of thinking that may otherwise have taken years to emerge; what was previously unimaginable suddenly becomes imaginable, making it possible to begin discerning more clearly what is wrong and what needs to be reconsidered and reset. And, slowly, more and more of us are coming to realise that there is an underlying problem that goes beyond the way we deal with one virus: namely, our failure as an international community to organise ourselves and to prevent and manage crises that affect us all. Quite simply, in order to address global problems that need global solutions, we have to find better ways of working together.


At the start of 2020, we were slow to understand that a pandemic knows no boundaries and has no respect for political frontiers, and that if a pandemic crosses borders, so must the response. But in 2020 people and states still stuck rigidly to a system of national rules, borders and frontiers – which the virus did not. As a result, nation after nation lost control of the spread while our international institutions failed to command sufficient support or authority to coordinate successful interventions. All countries faced the same virus (which soon demonstrated its intrinsic capacity to produce new variants) and the same economic recession, required the same medical supplies in response and needed prompt and explicit cooperation to get the virus under control, starting with a mutually beneficial exchange of information. And yet in nations across the world governments failed to draw the logical conclusion: that to protect ourselves locally, we had to act globally.


A year on, political leaders have yet to act on the knowledge that we will not be able to finally eliminate the disease in each of our own countries until it is fully eradicated in all countries. They have failed to conclude that we have no alternative but to act together. And it is only when one stands back to reflect on the scale of the disaster – the hundreds of thousands of avoidable deaths and countless avoidable hospitalisations – that one can begin to truly understand the colossal scale and impact of our failure to work together to protect lives; the yawning gap between the need for cooperation and our failure to deliver it; and the underlying crisis of our international order.


Now, with COVID-19 still raging across the planet, we must confront this failure. Because while the virus stands out as the most obvious example, the truth is that every single one of the key challenges facing humanity today, many of which threaten to destroy our way of life and the planet with it, requires a similar internationally coordinated response. A view of the world made up of competing nations and empires, each of them self-contained and ploughing their lone furrows, had outlived its relevance in the last century, never mind this one. It is a simple fact that in a world that has become increasingly interconnected and globalised, the seven challenges discussed in this book – from pandemics and pollution to nuclear proliferation and poverty – cannot be fully addressed without cross-border cooperation.


Yet, as the pandemic has shown, the tragedy – both in lives lost and the trillions squandered in lost economic activity – is that we still, too often, see a resolution to these challenges primarily through a nationalist lens, to be solved within the confines of the nation state acting on its own. As the popularity of nationalist slogans like ‘America First’, China First’, ‘Russia First’ and ‘India First’ remind us, much of the world retains a nationalist mindset, often dances to jingoistic tunes and can all too easily march under chauvinistic and sometimes xenophobic banners. Instead of uniting people in a common cause, the ‘my country first and only’ zealots subdivide the human species into exclusive tribes structured around ‘insiders’ (‘us’) and ‘outsiders’ (‘them’), and when nationalist passions blind us to the possible benefits of international cooperation like this, the inevitable consequence is that global problems remain unaddressed.


But we cannot respond by wishing away the inevitable tension between, on the one hand, the realities of global interdependence and the pressures of global economic integration and, on the other, the instinct to retain one’s national sovereignty and to bring decision-making closer to home. In no way do I seek to abandon the nation state and offer the utopian impossibility of some global government. But the practical task before us is to end the mindset which sees the competing rights of national sovereignty and international cooperation as a zero-sum game, and to dispel the notion that any gains enjoyed by one country will always come at the expense of another. We can, and must, do better than that.


In summary, the challenge of our times is to reconcile the demands of globalisation, sovereignty and democracy, and achieve an optimal balance between the responsibilities borne by our international institutions and by nation states. Whether the challenge is battling a pandemic, tackling the looming threat of climate change, or preventing a new nuclear arms race, it can no longer be ignored or held over to another day. Instead, we are called upon to act with what Martin Luther King Jr called ‘the fierce urgency of now’. Indeed, as King also observed, ‘In this unfolding conundrum of life and history, there is such a thing as being too late.’2


Some might argue that it is already too late. More than sixty years ago, Albert Schweitzer, the renowned Nobel Prize-winning doctor, warned us that ‘man has lost the capacity to foresee and to forestall. He will end by destroying the Earth.’3 Similarly, the reason given by the inventor and space entrepreneur Elon Musk for his breathless rush to fly a spaceship to the moon and then Mars is not his curiosity or competitive desire to be the first there. Nor is it a natural instinct to explore the unknown and ‘go where humankind has never gone before’. And nor is it a longing to bequeath a scientific discovery or even – as was famously cited by George Mallory as his explanation for persevering in his ultimately fatal efforts to scale Mount Everest – ‘because it’s there’.4 Musk’s quest is born not of that positivity or optimism, but rather of fear and pessimism: to insure against our planet’s possible destruction, he says, we need to become a multi-planet species. Earth has seen five extinctions, he tells us, and, while we may be able to develop the technology to shield the planet if an asteroid hits, it is important to get a self-sustaining base on Mars in the event of a climate disaster or a nuclear war. Mars is ‘far enough away from Earth that it’s more likely to survive than a moon base’, he explained. ‘If there’s a third world war, we want to make sure there’s enough of a seed of human civilisation somewhere else to bring it back and shorten the length of the dark ages.’5


That fatalism was shared by the late Stephen Hawking, who – to improve the chance of human survival from planet-wide events, such as global thermonuclear war – consistently argued for the colonisation of other planets within the solar system. Only a few years before he died, he prophesied that humanity faces two options: either we colonise space within the next 200 years or we face the prospect of extinction.


Hawking and Musk paint quite apocalyptic visions of our planet’s fragile future, specifically – in their eyes – due to climate change and the potential for nuclear war. I reject this pessimism. But I accept that the future of our planet is fragile and that it is not science fiction to believe that the world could be laid low in a number of ways, even going beyond climate change or radioactive fallout as a result of open nuclear conflict. The planet could be disrupted by a financial crash even more devastating than that of 2008–09; it could be disrupted by the mass exodus of millions of people fleeing from war, poverty, lack of opportunity or global warming; or it could be disrupted by our failure to address glaring injustices and unacceptable inequalities.


In this sense, the pandemic has not just been a crisis in its own right, but also a salutary warning of what may be to come. It tells us that we are as unprepared as an international community to face these challenges as we were for 9/11 or for the global financial crisis or for climate change itself. And it warns us that, if we do nothing to alleviate environmental issues, financial challenges, poverty, inequality and ignorance, we will split asunder. But, if we can address these issues – and if we do so this decade – I believe that it is not too late to turn things around. However, in order to do so, we will need to work together.


Global problems need global solutions


I remember being asked during the 2009 financial crisis how I would sum up what I had learned from the storm that engulfed us. ‘It’s the economy, stupid – isn’t it?’ I was asked, as many repeated back to me the oft-quoted Bill Clinton campaign slogan. ‘No,’ I said, ‘what I have learned is that global problems need global solutions.’ Even then, it was clear that, in our ever-more interdependent world, we would not achieve success by working in isolation; we would have to come together to deal with global problems that we cannot not solve on our own. And, in this crisis, I have learned something more: there are such things as global public goods, like a good climate and a healthy, disease-free environment, that we all need, so it makes sense for all countries to work together to make sure we all have them.


But yet, running almost parallel, nationalism has been on the rise. We have found that the nation state – which has, for centuries, been able to command outsized political loyalty and exercise coercive power – is resurgent as the only real centre of political gravity. And we see it not only in the UK’s rejection of the EU, or in China’s national security law repressing free speech in Hong Kong, or in the Russian president’s opportunism and aggression both at home and abroad, but in almost every region of the world. In India’s revocation of the special status of Kashmir; in Ethiopia’s internal war and its fight with Egypt and Sudan over the damming of the Nile; in the Iran–Saudi and Qatar–UAE conflicts; in Turkey’s military aggression in the Middle East; in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict pursued by Azerbaijan.


But there has been no greater demonstration of the damage nationalism does than the protectionism that has characterised the nativist responses to the pandemic: national leaders desperately trying to corner the global market in vaccines, with no thought for others, and refusing to supply their neighbours with essential drugs, protective medical equipment and vaccines themselves, even when they have a surplus that exceeds what they can use. At the very time they have been needed most, international institutions like the World Health Organization (WHO) and the United Nations (UN) have been bypassed and undermined, with cross-border cooperation set aside in favour of go-it-alone responses.


For years, we have prided ourselves in the development of global supply chains for goods like medical equipment and in the circuits of mutual dependence these supply chains created. So important did they become, in fact, that they were dubbed ‘solidarity chains’ as testament to the inability of anyone anywhere to opt out of the world. But, during 2020, they were at breaking point, their disarray providing a sharp corrective to all those who assumed that progress would inevitably produce an open, not closed, world of trade and commerce.


We can, however, take heart from the willing international collaboration that, in defiance of populist nationalists, emerged across the world of medicine in response to COVID-19. Scientists and projects that could have been competing against each other commercially actually united in an altruistic communal response to a global threat. In one triumphant week in November 2020, three international groups of researchers and three multinational companies, all of which had been engaged in non-stop rounds of laboratory research and field tests and trials, announced a vaccine breakthrough after only eight months of intensive work. This success alone should be a rebuke to those who challenge science and threaten to undermine reason as the basis for decision-making. The new vaccines draw on collegiate work by scientists across Europe, the US and Asia. Nothing better sums up the interdependent nature of our economy than a US company employing scientists from Turkey to create a vaccine in laboratories in Germany, with many of the doses to be manufactured in India. The speed at which new cures and new solutions have been explored and discovered through this cross-border collaboration shows that we have the technological capacity on a global scale to confront the challenges we face and that decent-minded people of different nationalities are keen to cooperate across borders to find solutions.


So we have to address the mismatch between this current medical and scientific cooperation and a lingering failure on the part of our political leaders to come together to ensure this happens quickly and universally. Seemingly unanswerable scientific breakthroughs – those that could, for example, vaccinate the entire world or decarbonise the planet – are at risk of being torpedoed by powerful vested interests. Or sidelined by bureaucratic indifference. Or undermined by weak and incompetent political leaders. Or sabotaged by geopolitical rivalries and by nations clinging to old-fashioned and absolutist views of national sovereignty – or by hostility to new thinking.


‘The difficulty lies not so much in developing new ideas as in escaping from old ones,’ the renowned economist John Maynard Keynes concluded. As a result, the multilateral cooperation that is necessary to deal with a global problem does not happen and the very real tensions between economic and environmental priorities and between the developed and developing world go unresolved. Perhaps no one could have anticipated how unequal to the task of chaos prevention world leaders would have been in 2020, but their failures are a salutary reminder that the best ideas can be rendered worthless by bad political decisions.


These and other global problems seem more intractable today because we trade, travel, holiday, study and invest across borders at a rate and at a level far greater than ever before.7 We can communicate instantaneously and continuously with anyone in almost any part of the world and it is said that we live in a world that is not only interdependent, but also, in some respects, fused together. Until COVID-19 hit, more and more goods and services were being exchanged in global supply chains. This means that we are not just more economically integrated and interconnected; we are dependent on each other in a way we have never been before. The openness of our economies creates great opportunities, but it also makes us more vulnerable. Borders have become more porous to everything from infectious diseases and drugs to illegal immigration and terrorists, so disruptions that start in one part of the world, like a pandemic, can quickly affect all parts of the world.


In the past thirty years, cross-border trade has risen from 20 per cent of all world economic activity to 35 per cent.8 In the pre-COVID-19 period, 4 billion flights were made by aeroplane every year, following a 100 per cent increase in air travel in just one decade.9 Geographical mobility is now so common that 260 million people have migrated from the country of their birth, including 100 million from developing countries to the developed world. A few years ago, fewer than 2 million students studied away from their home country; before the virus hit, that number was predicted to treble to 6 million.10 Such intermingling of individuals from different backgrounds, cultures and traditions – often leading to intermarriage – means that, in almost every country, with perhaps Japan and parts of Eastern Europe being the only advanced-economy exceptions, largely homogeneous communities are increasingly becoming heterogeneous ones.


This opening up has profound economic effects. The first, pre-1914 era of globalisation happened under the umbrella of the British Empire and the Gold Standard. It ended in the First World War and in decades of protectionism. The post-1945 world order, agreed at the Bretton Woods Conference in July 1944, again freed up trade, but not the movement of capital, other than within local and national financial markets. It is the much more intensive globalisation of the past thirty years that has brought not just free trade, but also free capital flows – what some call the trans-nationalisation of capital.


But such is the scale of our openness as an economy that, when things go wrong in one place, trouble can be transmitted to almost every place – farther, faster and deeper than ever. Interlocking systems, each with their own feedback loops, can break down in ways that, as with COVID-19, can cause chaos we cannot foresee. Instability anywhere can become a threat to stability everywhere. ‘We created globalised networks because they could make us more efficient and productive and our lives more convenient,’ explained Gautam Mukunda, the author of Indispensable: When Leaders Really Matter. ‘But, when you steadily remove their buffers, backup capacities and surge protectors in pursuit of short-term efficiency or just greed, you ensure that these systems are not only less resistant to shocks, but that we spread those shocks everywhere.’11


So it is clear that if we want all the benefits that flow from an open economy, we need to discover far better ways of cooperating across borders and think afresh about what kind of world we seek. It is a rethink that has to resolve our central paradox: as the world is increasingly being pushed together by economics and technology, it is being pulled apart by culture and ideology.


There is a huge disconnect between where we are physically – more interconnected, more interdependent, more integrated than ever before – and where we are geopolitically – tribal, protectionist and disconnected. Economic integration is a fact, but, in its wake, social disintegration is a threat. It may seem obvious that we are all facing similar challenges and that, if COVID-19 is everyone’s problem, so are climate change, the risk of nuclear weapons, and global poverty and inequality. But, in a new century, when the case for global cooperation and solidarity to address these shared problems may seem to be growing stronger, we run up against this opposite cultural trend favouring isolationism and the growth of anti-immigrant populist nationalist movements inciting xenophobia. The danger of this is that – as allegorised by Pascal Lamy, former director-general of the World Trade Organization (WTO) and a supporter of European unity – ‘nations will be solids, the European Union will become liquid and the globe gaseous’.12


The truth is that, if we are to overcome these challenges, globalisation and the opening up of greater economic competition between nations will have to be complemented by new manifestations of cooperation and by greater social solidarity across national borders. At the very least, we have to achieve what has been missing in the response to the pandemic: a mutual understanding that there are problems that are not just common to us all and shared universally, but are also truly global – in the sense that they affect us all directly – and cannot be resolved without us working together.


We are at a ‘hinge’ or ‘threshold’ moment when much of the old is being exposed and then discredited and discarded. And the fault lines that have been exposed cut across almost every aspect of our economic lives. People who have seen how one disaster – a pandemic – can change our lives now see another disaster – climate change – in the same light. The shift from coal and oil is a good example of how change is on the agenda; few now doubt that we are at the beginning of the fossil fuel sell-off. By the end of it, coal will have become history and oil, now reaching and perhaps passing its peak, will fade. The hope is that we are entering a new era of climate protection, but, as with other areas I will discuss later, we are still in a zone of unpredictability betwixt the end of one era and the beginning of an as-yet unknown one. As the Italian philosopher and revolutionary Antonio Gramsci said of 1918: the old order is dying, but the new order is struggling to be born; our leaders still unable to let go of the past and yet to prove they have a clear idea of what it means when they talk of building a better future.13


In the essays that follow, I will look at seven of the biggest challenges our world faces and sketch out positive proposals for resolving them. Aware of the entrenched interests that might frustrate progressive change, I will also examine how barriers to progress can be overcome. But, first, I must set out the recent changes in the way we see the world that have been ushered in and accelerated by COVID-19.










1 THE ‘BC’ WORLD



Every generation faces its own apocalyptic moments and COVID-19 will define the twenty-first century in the same way the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, Nazi fascism and the fall of the Berlin Wall became fundamental benchmarks of the twentieth century. Indeed, COVID-19 has already overtaken 9/11 and the global financial crisis as the event that has done most to shape our still-young century. Just as it is foolhardy to make accurate predictions about future weather when you are caught in the middle of a snowstorm, it is difficult to make accurate predictions about our post-pandemic future, but February 2020 now seems like prehistory.


For COVID-19 has brought to the surface failings in our institutions. It has also challenged established ideas about progress and it has raised questions that now require addressing: questions about how much control we have over nature and our environment; questions about the openness of our societies, the responsibilities of states to their citizens for their health, welfare and security, as well as fairness of these arrangements; and questions about whether we cooperate well enough across borders. Many of these were issues that we thought we had resolved in the aftermath of the Second World War, with new forms of social protection established within countries, ranging from healthcare to welfare, and with international institutions founded to deal with cross-border cooperation. But COVID-19 has revealed just how fragile these structures were, so, in order to understand why our world is failing, we need to take a look at our pre-COVID-19 world and at how inadequate it has been found to be when faced with life-and-death challenges.


Our relationship with nature


BC – before COVID-19 – we assumed that, instead of nature controlling humans, humans would increasingly control nature. Despite the obvious facts and scientists’ warnings, we convinced ourselves that we were masters of our universe and that we had taken full charge of the natural world around us. But we are now discovering just how much our lives – be it the opportunities we have or the vicissitudes we face – are determined by nature, over which we, as human beings faced with pandemics and climate change, have been losing control. COVID-19 has made us acknowledge that there is much about disease, climate and nature that we still do not understand.


It has also made us appreciate that our continued and ever more intensive exploitation of the planet is outpacing its capacity to regenerate. For, while we may not control nature the way we expected, we have changed nature in ways that are worrisome. It is for these reasons that we now talk of the Anthropocene – the epoch in which our own actions and the choices we make as human beings will, from now on, determine the future of almost every species on the planet and the fate of the planet itself. COVID-19, climate change and our collective failure to deal with both are, as one academic study put it, ‘diseases of the Anthropocene’.1


Individual and community


BC – before COVID-19 – we put the rights of the individual on a pedestal at the expense of obligations to our wider community, despite the fact that we are all members of families and groups shaped by our cultures and histories and thus we are all embedded in a larger whole. The balance had swung away from the collectivism of the post-war years to a new individualism that manifested itself in many forms – libertarianism, self-interest, the rejection of deference, suspicion of authority, the erosion of trust, the exhaustion of social capital and, more generally, a tendency to think not so much of what is best for the community or the public good, but rather what is best for ourselves. At the turn of the century, one major academic study described people as ‘bowling alone’.2 By 2020, millions were alone – and not even bowling.


But being physically isolated in 2020 has, it seems, made us more aware of the benefits of contact and communication. We have discovered that we depend on each other more than we thought and that we value what is rooted and close-to-home more than the distantly networked. Being alone and celebrating the freedom to be ourselves within a culture that elevates personal autonomy now seems less attractive than a culture that encourages cooperation and commends reciprocity and generosity. Western discussions surrounding the celebration of Christmas 2020 brought this home: for most families, the burning issue was not what presents they gave or received but how they could come together.


By indicating that we prefer to cultivate and embed a sense of community over hyper-individualism, we may now be able to answer the anti-communitarian rhetoric that became widespread from the 1980s and say that there is indeed ‘such a thing as society’.3 For millions have found that, just as we cannot feel at ease living a life of spiritual meaninglessness, we cannot feel comfortable living in a world in which the rights and responsibilities of citizenship are not distributed according to morally acceptable standards that we can all subscribe to and which bind us together.



Risk or security


BC – before COVID-19 – our world had also become, in the late sociologist Ulrich Beck’s words, ‘a risk society’. It was more interconnected, integrated and interdependent than ever before, but also ever more dependent on a highly specialised division of labour in supply chains that criss-crossed continents.4 This made us increasingly vulnerable to a range of uncertainties and dangers – from disease and terrorism to economic disruption and job insecurity – that inevitably flow from an open, mobile and rapidly changing global economy.


Of course, during periods of economic growth, individuals will tend to take on and pile up ever-greater amounts of risk, not least debt, without protecting or insuring against a possible reversal of fortunes. To obtain the levels of income they aspire to and to keep their taxes low – or, in many cases, simply because there was no other option – many of our fellow citizens (notably gig-economy and zero-hours-contract workers, the self-employed and start-up entrepreneurs) have been prepared to – or forced to – live with such risk at the expense of adequate protection against unemployment, adequate financial provision for old age or even adequate health cover. At the same time, a ‘winner takes all’ mentality took root and glossed over the downside risks of things going wrong, wiping from our collective memory what we knew of the pain experienced by those who were not ‘winners’. One of the consequences of the pandemic is the increased need for protection and a willingness to accept digital forms of control that, up until recently, many had opposed.


Now we are all having to assess what level of uncertainty we are prepared to live with and what price we are willing to pay for our safety and security. Europe has always been more risk-averse than the US, and most of the rest of the world has offered far less social protection than Europe. But during 2020, according to The Economist, the world saw the launch of 1,600 new crisis-induced social protection programmes – and a discernible shift from the traditional means-tested, insurance-based payments to universal benefits that have included direct cash hand-outs to whole populations in the US, Japan, Hong Kong, Singapore and in parts of South Korea and to significant sections from Brazil to Togo.5 With what has been the biggest expansion of welfare states in living memory has come a renewed appreciation of the role of the state in pooling and underwriting risks and there is growing support for the kind of citizens’ national income for all tried out in Finland. Future governments will almost certainly be expected to do more to minimise risks and maximise security when faced with ageing populations and more disruption, from climate change to technological innovation, and everywhere the social contracts that bind our societies together will have to be rewritten. If we do not do so social divisions will grow and with it political dissent. But in recent months governments have not just got into the habit of underpinning the incomes of their citizens but underpinning their entire economies, thus altering the role of the state.


The changing responsibilities of the state


BC – before COVID-19 – the West had become more than a market economy and more like a market society, to the extent that even citizenship, body parts and designer children could be bought at a price. This market fundamentalism grew deep roots with profound impacts: public amenities withered as we classified public spending less as a productive, life-enhancing investment and more as a state pile-up of liability.


Today, the West is paying a heavy price for poor infrastructure and underfunded public healthcare systems, and the rest of the world is counting the cost of never having such systems. We may have talked a great deal about personal and social responsibility, but, in our daily lives, we tended to act as consumers rather than citizens and to opt for the material freedoms that markets offer rather than choosing to be active members of a society with shared obligations to each other.


But, since the outbreak of COVID-19, I hear few people saying ‘markets know best’ or repeating the famous words of neoliberal fundamentalists: ‘You cannot buck the market.’6 Indeed, the state has come to be seen as indispensable, not just as the lender of last resort, but also the insurer, provider and, for many, employer of last resort. Even in 2021, as the virus recedes, financial markets everywhere are being underwritten by national governments. State purchases of high-risk junk bonds are the nearest we can get to the public underwriting of losses from betting and gaming. But, to keep the financial markets moving forward in the midst of the recession, such bonds are being bought up by central banks. Financial rewards remain privatised, but financial risk has been nationalised – something that will reshape the balance between markets and state well into the future.


Future governments will almost certainly be expected to take a much more proactive role in ensuring that societies have the resilience to overcome crises from wherever they come. Citizens who have been counting the cost – in lost lives – for underfinanced health and poor social protection systems have also tolerated far greater intrusion into their private lives, not least the tracking, tracing and surveillance that have been deemed necessary to control the pandemic. Big questions about the future role of the state cannot be ignored and people are asking whether understandable demands for more effective protection against disease – and the need for more interventionist governments to deliver this – play into the hands of those who seek authoritarian uses of, and controls over, technology.


Many are asking whether, in future, the urgent need for action in a crisis will drown out concerns about restrictions on individual freedoms. Though beyond the remit of this book, one question that has been also been raised by the crisis, and that matters to the many millions who value individual freedom and fear the encroachment of something akin to an Orwellian state, is: can we show that technology can empower citizens without over-empowering big tech or the state? And, moreover, is it possible to avoid the imposition of surveillance regimes, the loss of liberty and the consequent erosion of trust between rulers and the ruled?


It is right to worry about the excessive power of the world’s high-tech giants that now have both the algorithms and, between them, a near-monopoly control to dictate how we communicate digitally, and to ask whether democracy and this new kind of capitalism are compatible. A debate is clearly needed about how much of the marketplace that is under the control of these private empires should properly be considered the work of regulated utilities.


But we should already be ready to answer those who seize upon random statistics to claim that totalitarian governments have proved more effective in dealing with the pandemic than allegedly dysfunctional democracies. For, to draw a proper comparison, we would have to look beyond how many or how few have caught COVID-19 and ask a variety of other questions. What has been done to prevent disease – vaccination, for example? What protection is on offer against loss of employment and the growth of poverty? What is the reach and scale of social safety nets? Which countries are prepared to spend public resources on healthcare and how much? How equitably is healthcare distributed? What long-term guarantees of support do citizens have when things go wrong? We will find, I believe, that, measured by any of these metrics, social democracies do better.


New patterns of inequality


BC – before COVID-19 – we were becoming more divided, unequal societies. Indeed, over a period of fewer than fifty years, we have moved from a world in which 60 per cent of the benefits of our economic activity accrued to labour to a world in which 60 per cent of economic output now ends up in the hands of those with capital – those who own stocks, shares and property.7 For a long time now, the increased financial returns individuals enjoyed from investing in the stock market and real estate have exceeded the returns from undertaking waged employment. The ‘unconventional’ support given by central banks in 2020 and 2021, which underpinned financial markets and stock exchanges, has accentuated this divide in favour of those who own shares and capital.


Before the crisis, the pre-pandemic world was seeing a further long-term shift, again starting in the West, from an economy whose labour force – once divided between manual and non-manual workers – has become even more rigidly polarised between the education-rich (those with higher education qualifications and who can command high incomes) and the education-poor. Sadly, millions of the education-poor – including those in manual occupations, like labouring and construction, and those in non-manual occupations, such as call centre staff – have few recognised skills and their work is undervalued. Their share of the world’s income has continued to fall and they have little or no savings or wealth to their name.


And yet, during COVID-19, we have had to recognise our dependence on the very people who have been the lowest paid, least secure and least appreciated members of our national workforces – the hospital workers, the social care assistants, the delivery drivers, the supermarket staff – all of whom have provided the basic but essential services necessary to keep both our economy and our public services running. They are workers who have been deemed ‘semi-skilled’ or ‘unskilled’, but whose contributions and hands-on abilities have been indispensable.


And so there is a growing awareness, true of both high-income and low-income countries, of what people see as the mounting scale of inequalities. Inter-country inequalities may be narrowing a little as countries like China start to catch up with the West and a substantial middle class emerges in Asia. But, in both West and East, intra-country inequalities have been rising, with a growing gap between the education-poor wage earner and the education-rich capital holder.8 It is a trend that will continue to intensify as long as the monetary policies pursued by the world’s central banks continue raising stock market valuations and protecting those who already have capital over those who depend on a weekly wage and we do too little to compensate the lower-income families and children who have lost out.


And as the justified complaints from the left-out and the left-behind grow, COVID-19, and its aftermath, will force the issues of inequality onto every country’s agenda. It will require a renegotiation of the social contract and a greater recognition of the responsibilities all of us owe to the poorest citizens among us – not least the value we place on the contribution of personal service workers, upon whom we have recently relied so much.


Eventually, each country will, of course, find its own way forward as it rebalances the relationships between individuals and communities, between markets and states, between risk and security, between freedom and control, between the very rich and the rest, and between humans and nature.


But what of the global challenges we all share in common and what of the relations between nations as we seek to address these challenges? For there is an overarching consideration – perhaps the greatest long-term one thrown up by COVID-19 – that is the principal subject of this book: how well (or badly) we will manage our increasingly interconnected world and hence the fate of globalisation.


Nationalism and internationalism


BC – before COVID-19 – we tolerated, and even indulged, a stand-off between globalists and nationalists without admitting that ‘spill-overs’ or contagion from nation to nation could include not only climate change, nuclear proliferation and financial instability, but also the spread of disease across borders. Most of us felt it was of little consequence to our daily lives that movements like ‘America First’ and ‘my tribe first’ had descended into ‘America First and Only’ and ‘my tribe first and only’ or that they were sabotaging attempts at international cooperation.


Yet the challenges posed by nationalism present themselves in many forms. Why so little cooperation when meeting a pandemic affecting us all? Is nationalism now the driving force of international relations? Is the post-1945 era of international cooperation at an end? What has happened to the rules-based international order? Is multilateralism itself dead? Is ‘America First’ et al. the world’s only way forward? Are we about to enter a new cold war? Are we moving to a future of ‘one world, two systems’?


And these are not academic issues. In the chapters that follow, I will look at pandemics, pollution, poverty and nuclear proliferation – problems that require an urgent global response and solution. All should be on the world’s agenda today. None can be fully solved by one nation acting on its own; these problems can only be addressed if we work together as a global community. And it is neither inevitable nor preordained that we can even solve these problems – it will demand human agency. So, sooner rather than later, we, as the citizens of the world, will have to come together. This is not to propose a post-national future but simply to recognise the both the opportunity and responsibility to make the most of our interconnected world.


This is, of course, not the first time we have come face to face with our global interdependence. In 1947, after the Second World War, when Secretary of State George Marshall announced the US’s ambitious plan to come to the aid of the rest of the world, he explained that his efforts were ‘directed not against any country or doctrine, but against hunger, poverty, desperation and chaos’ – problems that still remain to be fully addressed.9 He might have expected that, at some point, we would come up against a killer pandemic. But he might not have anticipated that, just as the whole world was brought to its knees by COVID-19, so, too, could much of our planet be made uninhabitable in our lifetimes by floods, droughts and storms.


Those with some grasp of post-Second World War history who have seen what has happened to our global order in that time will appreciate the complexities of forging international solutions to otherwise intractable world problems. These difficulties we examine in detail here, for perhaps the best way to explain the difficulties that face our world in the 2020s is to recap briefly on how much the world has changed since 1945 and to do so decade by decade.


In the wake of the Second World War, the US was by far the world’s dominant power. Its economy was transformed in scale and it had acquired – not absentmindedly – an empire consisting of numerous far-flung military bases and a range of client dictatorships. While undefeated in war, the UK was broken in peacetime. Much of Europe was cowed by defeat and physical destruction. The economic might of the US came to the aid of Western Europe in the form of the Marshall Plan. The Soviet Union refused to participate and forbade its Eastern European communist puppet satellites from participating. Western Europe, vivified, quickly thrived and, over the decades that followed, communism left Eastern Europe far behind. Eventually, communism failed. Even the East Germans couldn’t make it work.


In these heady post-war years, Dean Acheson, the US secretary of state, talked of being ‘present at the creation’ of a rules-based international order that was emerging in the form of new international institutions: the United Nations (UN), the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Health Organization (WHO) and what became the World Trade Organization (WTO).10 ‘We have learned to be citizens of the world,’ President Franklin D. Roosevelt declared. ‘We are members of the human community.’11 ‘What a great day this can be in history,’ proclaimed his successor, President Harry Truman, at the international summit on 26 June 1945 when the founding charter of the UN was signed. Countries had put aside their differences – ‘in one unshakable unity of determination – to find a way to end wars’.12


But, over the twenty years that followed, which were largely dominated by the Cold War, this brave new (post-war) world was eroded in a much more complex, international, political context. The once-mighty Soviet Union began its long decline towards the expensively armed, paranoid and disruptive Russia of the present day. As US power grew, the various post-war international institutions came to look less like the efficient part of the global decision-making system and more like its dignified part.


Just as the Marshall Plan – not the World Bank – had become the instrument of economic reconstruction and development in the 1940s, the NATO Security Council – not the UN – became the major guarantor of security from the 1950s. Over time, a number of US-led and Western-dominated institutions began to overshadow more inclusive institutions like the UN. Quickly, it became clear that this was no longer a world in which global problems were going to be solved by the global institutions set up for such a purpose. The rules-based world order Acheson had lauded was declining and, in the course of doing so, acquired a lip-service title: the Washington Consensus. The US, it seemed, was happy to lead the world, but the world that it imagined looked more like an extension of the US.


The Washington Consensus had little to say about tackling climate change, inequality or poverty, hence its increasing irrelevance to the current challenges we confront. Moreover, in its complacency about the stability of the world economy it led, it did not offer a global early warning system to head off financial crises like Russia’s in 1997, Asia’s in 1998 and the dot-com bubble of 2002 (although the third of these did wonders for the sales of J. K. Galbraith’s 1955 book The Great Crash, 1929, as did similar subsequent high-tech boondoggles).13 The markets, it seemed, had learned little and had forgotten most of it.


The Washington Consensus limped on and increasingly meant that all nations would, or should, pursue neoliberal economic policies: the liberalisation of trade; the privatisation of industry; the deregulation of competition; and an obsessive conviction about the importance of controlling inflation, which led, in turn, to public spending cuts in order to pay for tax cuts.


While the financial system was built on the US’s ability to underpin global prosperity, nation after nation found that the price of any internationally agreed assistance was high – in both economic and political terms. Marketed by the World Bank as ‘structural reform’ and later rebranded ‘sustainable development’, it is, in fact, now better known as ‘austerity’.


By the time President Donald Trump assumed power in 2017, the Washington Consensus was no longer supported even in Washington. In its place, in the US and widely elsewhere, came defensive nationalism, with nation after nation imposing tariffs, closing borders, demonising immigrants and imagining external enemies that did not exist. These policies and tendencies have, at various times, served to prop up everything from authoritarianism to dictatorships and systematic kleptocratic corruption that has increased inequality.


For years, in a unipolar era, the US had preferred to act multilaterally. In a multipolar age, though, it was acting unilaterally and often to the detriment of its own interests. ‘The future does not belong to globalists,’ Trump told the UN General Assembly the year before COVID-19 struck. ‘The future belongs to patriots.’14


But, as an ultra-nationalist, populist and capriciously solipsistic leader, self-defining as a uniquely gifted dealmaker, Trump serially failed in all his major initiatives. His conviction that ‘tariff wars are easy to start and easy to win’ has proved costly, mainly in the US. Obamacare lives and North Korea flaunts its nuclear weaponry. His authoritarian ex-friends Kim Jong-un and Vladimir Putin eventually discarded him as unreliable. And, in the Capitol itself, he lost the House of Representatives and shed much of his formerly devoted support as a result of his disastrous handling of the COVID-19 emergency. His ‘America First’ agenda, which saw the US depart from its own recent internationalist history, had stymied the Paris climate change agreement, the Iran nuclear accord, the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Treaty, and the work of the WHO and many other UN agencies.


All this has happened – Trump’s arrival and his departure – within a new context of aggressive populist nationalism on a global level: ‘America First’ and similar movements in other countries have created a paradoxical and likely unsustainable global coalition of anti-globalists. Yet too many of our leaders will continue to see the world as Trump did, in terms of a struggle between us and them – a zero-sum game in which, if one country benefits, another loses, with no sense of the bigger win for everyone if we all work together.


The idea of individual self-isolation is now commonplace thanks to the pandemic, but national self-isolation has also taken off. The pandemic has prompted what Henry Kissinger, former US secretary of state, called ‘an anachronism, a revival of the walled city in an age when prosperity depends on global trade and movement of people’.15 Nationalism has gone international, but its go-it-alone approach cannot solve global problems.


Among these many unpredictable, interactive and interdependent variables, there stands out – in the terminology of Donald Rumsfeld, former US secretary of defence – a notable and potentially high-risk ‘known unknown’: that of a China–US ‘two-system’ world.


With the Washington Consensus defunct, neither nationalism nor the China–US ‘two-system’ world offers us a way forward to successfully address climate change, financial volatility, global poverty or inequality, as I will show in my two final chapters. With borders closing, supply chains fracturing and ‘vaccine nationalism’ remaining on the agenda, many still want to roll back globalisation and thus limit any one nation’s exposure to the vulnerabilities of interdependence.


It comes down to how governments will now respond – and I write with some experience of trying to bring people together to tackle a global emergency. We knew in 2009, when there was a global recession as big as any we had experienced since the 1930s, that no one nation, not even the US, could overcome the crisis on its own: the recession could only be solved through global cooperation. What’s more, we needed a new international forum sufficiently inclusive to bind East and West together and sufficiently influential to deliver effective economic collaboration. But bringing into being and managing what became the G20 – a group comprising the leaders of the world’s nineteen leading economies and the European Union – was itself a case study in the challenges of achieving a global consensus.


The G7 – the US, Germany, France, the UK, Italy, Canada and Japan – was generally content with its exclusive economic club. It had met regularly since the 1970s and, before 2008, was regarded as the leading forum for economic cooperation. But times had changed: if we were to fashion a globally coordinated response, we needed China, India, the oil states, Latin America and Africa – all suffering because of the crisis – to come to the table. In the words of George Canning, a previous UK foreign secretary and prime minister, we had to summon ‘the New World into existence to redress the balance of the Old’.16


In creating the G20, we had to not only overcome US scepticism and G7 reluctance, but also reconcile French pressure to broaden the terms of reference – to include, for example, tax and the environment – with Chinese pressure to restrict them. Then came the dispute over membership. Such was the scramble among smaller countries for an invitation to join that, while we retained the name ‘G20 leaders group’, twenty-three leaders attended the 2008 Washington summit and twenty-four the 2009 London summit.


Despite our differences, we all realised that, if we did not stand together, we would fall separately. We made the unanimous commitment to shared objectives, supported by a bedrock of practical measures, including a coordinated fiscal and monetary stimulus to underpin the global economy with $1 trillion of grants, loans and guarantees. These helped to restore confidence where previously there had been none.


Almost as quickly as the global consensus was achieved, however, it started to dissipate. The UK and others wanted to agree an ambitious ‘global compact’ under which each country took responsibility to reach a shared global growth objective: returning the world economy to 4 per cent growth. In the end, all that could be agreed was a short-term fiscal stimulus. Worried about subordinating the control of inflation to a push for growth, Germany would not agree medium- or long-term growth targets. And, while we tried to persuade the G20 that, in a low interest rate environment, running a deficit for a number of years was not a problem, even if the long-term debt rose in the short term, the summit of November 2010 ditched the fiscal stimulus and, with varying levels of retrenchment, embraced national programmes of austerity. As a result, the West, especially Europe, entered a low-growth decade.


At my prompting, the G20 had appointed the widely respected economist Manmohan Singh, then-prime minister of India, with a remit to examine the reforms that needed to be made to international institutions in order to make them fit for purpose in an age that was no longer shaped by local and national flows and exchanges, but rather by global flows of people, capital, goods and services. But, sadly, because all our time was spent fire-fighting the increasing retreat into national silos and the politics of austerity, little came of it.


There had been but one brief shining moment when cooperation was preferred to isolationism, but all too quickly the G20 nations began adopting go-it-alone policies, which included fiscal retrenchment and protectionism. We found a fundamental mismatch still existed between the global nature of our shared challenges and the primarily national approach within which we have since organised ourselves to confront them.


Facing change


‘Not everything that is faced can be changed,’ wrote James Baldwin, ‘but nothing can be changed until it is faced.’17 And it can be done. In his memoir Deep Thinking, world chess genius Garry Kasparov says, ‘I remain an optimist, if only because I’ve never found much advantage in the alternatives.’18 But, even in a decade already chastened by a pandemic and a global economic crisis, I remain positive in my belief that, despite the many obstacles in our way, we will find a path to regeneration via a new era of global order. Yes, there is a crisis of globalisation, but we are beginning to see the means through which it might be resolved. Crises create opportunities, as we have noted, and having two crises at once, one medical and the other economic, might even be seen as giving greater grounds for hope. Historically – as historian Margaret MacMillan has pointed out – the worst of times may presage the best, as what she calls the ‘rivers of history’ change direction.19 The Black Death nearly destroyed England’s agricultural workforce, but, in its aftermath, employment terms changed from servitude to waged labour. New economic eras tend to arrive after a shock to the system, as do new systems of thought. The Great Plague of 1665 helped bring about the end of an ecclesiastical-based world, since previously devout citizens found they were not able to pray their way out of the calamity, so instead started looking to a science-based world for solutions. In France, a bad harvest in 1788 coincided with increasing concerns about the regime of King Louis XVI, prompting a surge in progressive thinking and an invitation to his subjects to submit cahiers de doléances (ledgers of complaint).20 Remarkably, centuries before the world wide web and social media, such thinking circulated widely and discontent progressed to insurrection and then revolution.


In the midst of the Second World War, it was hard to imagine any institutions emerging that would be able to keep the peace for three-quarters of a century. But, as we have seen, the destruction and mass slaughter of the Second World War delivered the astonishing rise – within just a decade – of several remediating international institutions, including the UN, the World Bank, the IMF, the WTO and the WHO. Even the Cuban Missile Crisis – when the world came close to nuclear war – was itself a wake-up call for the US and the Soviet Union to seek better ways of preventing escalation, leading eventually to a non-proliferation treaty. So, in dominating the global agenda, COVID-19 has also created an opportunity for the kind of disruption and upheaval that could spur countries into as radical change as we saw after 1945.


Central to this book’s thesis – and demonstrated by what good has come from the crisis – is the idea that responsible international cooperation does not undermine the role of nation states and the patriotic pride that most citizens rightly feel for their country. The message of the chapters that follow is not that we should embrace some abstract concept of global government. We simply cannot afford a rerun of the old arguments between globalists and nationalists: with globalists on the one side, accused of overly idealistic and wholly unrealistic ambitions for a form of world government that fails to acknowledge the strong sense of nationhood we ought to value; and patriots on the other, accused, even when not ideological nationalists, of retreating into national silos as though uninterested in anything that happens beyond their own borders. These propositions and counterpropositions are tired and outdated and they get us nowhere.


We cannot ignore the legal, political and cultural significance of borders and the moral meaning that many ascribe to being part of ‘us’. We cannot say national identities are disappearing or that people will not define themselves by reference to ‘the other’. But we also cannot ignore the demonstrable, practical benefits of cooperation in dealing with problems that no single nation can solve on its own. Isolation is not an option and the alternatives we face are not restricted to an impersonal globalisation or an aggressive nationalism. Instead, we must find a way in which each of us can take pride in our distinctive national identities while, at the same time, developing some of the qualities associated with being a global citizen.


Leaders must take into account both the legitimate interests of nations and our international duty to manage globalisation well, not poorly. Resisting a return to the old ‘normalcy’ that failed us, we should seek an improved balance between the national autonomy countries desire, and the international cooperation we need. This can be best achieved not by focusing on some abstract and unattainable system of global governance, but rather on the immediate priorities for global action that could enhance people’s day-to-day lives. We do not seek to usurp or weaken the nation state; our aim is simply to bring nations together via practical, workable solutions that will strengthen societies and bolster security in the face of a series of global challenges that no nation, however big, can conquer on its own. The ‘responsible cooperation’ I favour and the ‘society of states’ I advocate are both forms of an enlightened patriotism that recognises, and does not undermine but upholds, the rights, identity and character of our individual nations as we seek shared solutions to shared problems. If power is defined not in abstract and unrealistic terms – as a sovereignty that is unlimited, indivisible and accountable to no one – but rather as our ability as a community to shape our destiny, the ‘national interest’ can often be better expressed in the collective sharing of power, rather than seeking to exercise it over others.


Of course, we may not succeed. For, as I show when discussing the lessons learned from the global financial crisis, while we may be able to win an initial battle (for example, preventing a great recession becoming a depression), we are also capable of losing the peace by failing to deliver the long-term reform necessary (which, in the same example, led to a decade of austerity in Europe).


In 1886, in his old age, Alfred, Lord Tennyson wrote ‘Locksley Hall Sixty Years After’. By then the UK poet laureate for over three decades, Tennyson was renowned across the world for the optimism of his famous poem ‘Ulysses’, which talks of an unremitting, unending mission: ‘To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.’ But, in despair at what Tennyson saw around him, ‘Locksley Hall Sixty Years After’ talks of the poet’s desolation with a world that had not fulfilled his early dreams: ‘Chaos, Cosmos! Cosmos, Chaos! Who can tell when all will end?’


In response, William Gladstone – the then-prime minister and, until that point, close friend of Tennyson – took the unusual step for a political leader of writing a riposte submitted to the poetry journal Nineteenth Century. In his article, he complained that Tennyson was forgetting and ignoring the enormous social progress that had been achieved during his lifetime – the reduction of poverty, the improvement of factory conditions, the public health reforms to attack cholera and typhoid – and even reminded Tennyson of the hymn to progress the poet himself had written sixty years before, entitled simply ‘Locksley Hall’.21 In that poem, Tennyson had outlined a vision of a world ‘parliament of man’ and wrote: ‘When I dipt into the future far as human eye could see; Saw the Vision of the world and all the wonder that would be.’


These words have stood the test of time in all forms of arts and culture, cited in innumerable speeches and quoted in many books. They were even thought of as so significant to those interested in the future of the planet that they were chosen to appear on the dedication plaque of the USS Voyager in the futuristic TV series Star Trek.


Tennyson wrote of a world transformed when:




	The war-drum throbb’d no longer, and the battle-flags were furl’d


	In the Parliament of man, the Federation of the world.


	There the common sense of most shall hold a fretful realm in awe,


	And the kindly earth shall slumber, lapt in universal law.





Indeed, he is then so optimistic that he talks of: ‘Men, my brothers, men, the workers, ever reaping something new; That which they have done but earnest of the things that they shall do.’


Gladstone was right to say that the poem inspired him; Winston Churchill considered it ‘the most wonderful of modern prophecies’; Truman carried the words with him in his wallet wherever he went. Indeed, The Parliament of Man was the title chosen by Paul Kennedy in his major history, subtitled The Past, Present, and Future of the United Nations.


Churchill was, however, realistic about the barriers to cooperation in his time. In his 1935 article ‘Nations on the Loose’, in which he warned of the Nazi threat, Churchill wrote:




[M]any intellectuals believed that, after the horrible carnage and desolation of the Great War, the thoughts of mankind would turn irresistibly to internationalism. They hoped that Tennyson’s prophecy of the ‘Parliament of man, the Federation of the world’ would be fulfilled with the rest of his memorable predictions.





But, he concluded, ‘the time is not yet’.22


Nearly a century on, we are far more knowledgeable about what goes wrong when we fail to cooperate. I hope we can also be wiser. As I will endeavour to convince you in this book, the time for international cooperation is now. ‘Let the great world spin for ever down the ringing grooves of change,’ as Tennyson said many years ago.


If, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, our technological and scientific progress was not matched by sufficient progress in international relations to prevent world wars or antagonistic power blocs, then the challenge in the twenty-first century is to build, through the cooperation that was too often missing back then, the world the younger Tennyson dreamed of: peaceful, equitable and sustainable.










PART TWO Challenging Our Present: Seven Ways to Change the World











2 PREVENTING PANDEMICS: THE FUTURE OF GLOBAL HEALTH



When COVID-19 – stealthy and unstoppable – spread throughout the world infecting and immiserating millions, our doctors, nurses, scientists, researchers and aid workers responded at speed, with commendable dedication, and to remarkable effect.


Aid organisations came together to protect the vulnerable, care for the sick, and comfort the dying and the bereaved. Medics cooperated across borders to identify and evaluate new treatments. Researchers collaborated to find the source of the outbreak, characterise the virus, and develop vaccines. Scientists throughout the world freely shared emerging information and evidence of progress. One hastily arranged academic study on lockdowns brought together nine institutions across the UK, China and America. The way charities and public health teams responded to the new challenges showed humanity at its best.


In one week in November 2020 an astonishing set of announcements heralded a historic breakthrough – the discovery of not just one but three COVID-19 vaccines, making 2020 a significant year in the annals of medical advance.


Within three months, six vaccines had already received emergency use regulatory approval by the World Health Organization (WHO) or equivalent bodies, with a further five, including vaccines from China and Russia, licensed by nation states. With twenty-five different suppliers in nineteen countries supplying 280 different components, the first vaccine to pass approval, known as the Pfizer vaccine, was again a triumph of cooperation. Engineered by a Turkish couple based in Germany, the breakthrough in genetic coding that underpins the vaccine was only possible because of the early sequencing and sharing of the virus’s digital code by fellow scientists in China. The emergence of effective mass vaccination has given the world a new reason for working together, and here the case for global cooperation is obvious: cutting the risks of morbidity and mortality, and in doing so reducing the probability of successive mutations.


We will never know how many of COVID-19’s 140-plus million victims could have been free of disease, given the right decisions on lockdowns, testing and procurement. But we do know that the world was unprepared. Political leaders were caught off guard. Despite the impassioned leadership of WHO head Dr Tedros, our collective failure to mount a truly collaborative response has been culpable, shameful and lethal on a huge scale.


In future years, historians will reflect on millions of lives needlessly lost. While world science has brought forth understanding and innovation, too often national and international politics broadly failed. We have not done enough to pool and share available resources; coordinate and streamline global production of essential medical equipment; or agree and ensure a sufficient and equitable distribution of supplies from basic masks and surgical gowns to vaccines themselves. Because of our failure to work together and successfully mobilise a stronger and more effective international effort, an outbreak that was first detected in Wuhan, a city of 11 million people (bigger than London) that most of us had never heard of before, is likely to damage lives and livelihoods globally for months and years to come.


Of course, there are variations between countries and within countries in the incidence of infection and death. There are questions too about the response and the effectiveness of welfare, employment and economic support programmes to shield families from poverty. But we have to ask questions about what went wrong not just in individual countries but in our overall response to the crisis. And if we are to learn lessons, we need to look at why, faced with a shared danger, the same virus at roughly the same time, and the same need for equipment, cures and vaccines, the world failed to come together, despite the earnest desire of so many people of goodwill to do so. So in this chapter, I will look at what went right and what went wrong in the global response, and what can be done to equip ourselves better for the future.


Microbes do not recognise national borders, and disease spreads without any recognition of countries, citizens or political systems, and the control of infectious diseases is perhaps the closest thing to an obvious global public good. Eradicating the virus within the borders of Europe and North America will fail unless we eliminate it throughout the developing world, and vice versa, and that of course requires globally coordinated action. This is perhaps the best example of multilateralism being to everyone’s advantage, a textbook example of where a global problem requires a global response, so we must ask why it is that our response was so inadequate. I start by highlighting the two disheartening but sadly predictable governmental responses of 2020 that undid so much of the good work of scientists, health professionals and aid workers: the delays that arose for various reasons and inflicted so much damage in the first phase of the disease; and, in the second phase, the regrettable competitive vaccine nationalism that continues to blight and delay potentially transformational international action.


I will highlight what’s happening in one country, Somalia, which saw in the late 1970s the completion of one of the greatest success stories in the history of the WHO: the final eradication of smallpox. But today – more than 40 years on – as another virus ravages its population of 16 million, thousands are dying unnecessarily without access to even minimal healthcare, and no significant progress towards an effective vaccination programme: in short, a grim example of our collective failure.


From this and other instances, I will try to identify the nature of the underlying systemic weaknesses that collectively account for our failure to deliver nationally and internationally in the face of the current massive challenges of global public health.


It is commonplace to talk of the difficult choices that countries have to make between meeting their domestic needs and discharging their global responsibilities. But I suggest that we look at this in a different light: too many countries have adopted a too-narrow view of their national interests, and are failing to recognise the full benefits of international cooperation, not to mention the necessity of it.


As I write, the most immediate problem is how to prevent more and more serious variants of the virus emerging and circulating – perhaps more rapidly than the familiar earliest variants – and to recognise that in the absence of vaccination programmes in Africa, Asia and Latin America there will be extreme vulnerability to mass infections and the longer these are left unaddressed the more worrying variants we will see. So the best way to reduce the risks is a global vaccination campaign that is as early, effective and comprehensive as possible. But to achieve that the richer nations need to use their aid budgets to help the poorer countries that are currently unable to protect themselves.


Yes, the richer countries do face a choice between financing their national vaccination programmes and contributing to global provision; and there are critics of international aid development who may tell us that charity begins and ends at home. But crudely counterposing one against the other is, in my view, a grave error: it is too short-sighted, too short-termist, and ultimately self-damaging. No one is safe until everyone is safe.


Pandemics have been a feature of the past and will continue to be in the future. We should be prepared for them, never underestimate them, and be ready to combat them together. The need for cooperation on global health – and the benefits that flow from it – will not disappear once COVID-19 is contained or eradicated. There is a need to continue sharing data, research and experience to learn from each other; pooling and sharing resources to be better prepared; and – most importantly – delivering the more general support now being withheld from poorer countries.


Delayed responses


Over more than twenty years – as a government minister and, more recently, as a special envoy of the secretary-general of the United Nations – I have had the privilege of working with international health experts and networks. I have always considered international cooperation in global health, which starts from the widely admired ethical codes of the medical communities, to be much easier to achieve than in other spheres of public policy, such as the economy and the environment. Contrasting the evolution of international public health cooperation with the prospects for cooperation on economic policy, the late economist Richard N. Cooper argued that ‘international consensus about practical knowledge, along with shared objectives, is a necessary condition for close international cooperation’.1 Thus, whereas economists will tend to disagree on both the objectives and effects of their policies, public health cooperation, he argues, has the benefit of scientific consensus on the causes and treatment of diseases combined with evidential numeracy. Indeed, scientific knowledge and expertise can itself be considered a global public good from which everyone benefits and from the benefits of which no one is excluded. When we can find ways to bring such expertise together, highly regarded and effective international organisations and networks can catalyse progress.


But despite the goodwill of scientists and academics, and despite our mutual vulnerability, the intergovernmental collaboration we need has yet to happen. Professor Scott Barrett, whose book Why Cooperate? is an introduction to these themes, argues that self-interest, rather than international cooperation, is ‘the main thing that’s really driving everything we’ve seen as regards COVID-19’. He adds: ‘It’s a mixed picture but I think the main driver of policy and individual behaviour so far, more than anything else, is self-interest’.2


Cooperation has to start with effective early warning systems, honest reporting and information exchange if we are to contain an outbreak of an infection in one place before it spreads disease, death and economic impact. We cannot say we were not warned about the likelihood of a pandemic – for some time scientists have been predicting an event such as this and a number of larger states claimed to have contingency plans ready to be triggered. Despite such claims it was obvious that we were ill-prepared.


If nations fail to report diseases in a timely manner, if they fail to exchange information, if they fail to put cooperation before their own narrowly defined national interests, then we have little chance of successfully responding when an outbreak occurs. When SARS surfaced in 2003, China was under no legal obligation to report it. As a result of this oversight, 195 countries, including all WHO member states, agreed in 2005 to detailed binding International Health Regulations ranging from tougher requirements for the reporting of outbreaks to new WHO powers over restrictions on trade and travel. Members of the World Health Organization are now required to notify the organisation of all events that ‘may constitute a public health emergency of international concern’.3 China waited a month before reporting COVID-19 in 2020 – an improvement on the three-month delay in reporting SARS, but an unnecessary month in which the Wuhan ophthalmologist who first described the respiratory syndrome appears to have been silenced by officials, with the lethal local, national and international consequences that inevitably ensued.


The WHO not only relies on national governments to offer information about an outbreak, but also insists on securing their explicit permission before allowing international investigators to learn more details. In Wuhan that took time, to the extent that at the time of writing, a definitive report is still awaited. And while the WHO has the right to recommend travel restrictions it cannot enforce them, and in 2020 most states continued to go their own way. It became increasingly clear that having systems, programmes, expertise and regulations in place counted for little if the WHO has neither the means nor the authority to ensure the reporting and access urgently required in a rapidly growing global emergency.


Individual nations were also slow to take control. Jeremy Farrar, the head of the Wellcome Trust – who spent eighteen years in Vietnam responding to a whole series of outbreaks of infectious disease and therefore speaks with authority – stated that by 20 January 2020, many countries had enough information to know what was coming but did nothing. ‘We had no human immunity, no diagnostics, no treatment, and no vaccines. Every country should have acted then.’ He went on to say that ‘Singapore, China, and South Korea did. Yet most of Europe and North America waited until the middle of March, and that defined the first wave.’4


Once a disease takes root, comprehensive testing, tracing and tracking is essential to identify potential carriers to prevent further contagion. To be able to respond to increased morbidity rates, our health services – whether in Australia, Brazil or Kazakhstan – required personal protective equipment, effective medications and life-saving technology such as ventilators. With limited stockpiles, valiant attempts were made to coordinate, at a global level, the increased manufacture, purchase and distribution of equipment but they failed, and instead countries vied with others to secure what limited supply there was.


Such problems persist, and for many years there will remain a global need for diagnostics, for existing and new variants, for sharing equipment, and for exchanging genomic sequencing data worldwide. Take what may seem a simple problem – the supply of the medical oxygen dispensed in hospitals which will almost certainly save more lives in 2021 than vaccines. One in five COVID-19 patients need oxygen but in many developing countries such as India, it is a luxury item, available only to the wealthy through private hospitals. Even pulse oximeters – simple low-cost devices that measure blood oxygen levels – are in short supply. Four out of five children who contract pneumonia, the biggest killer of children in developing countries, never receive the oxygen therapy they need; and while oxygen concentration plants in Africa have doubled in number in the last year and UNICEF and the WHO have procured 2,500 additional oxygen concentrators for Africa, no one can say we have mobilised sufficient resources for investment in the oxygen infrastructure that could transform care and survival outcomes for millions and, in 2021, an India without oxygen supplies paid the heaviest of prices.5


And yet there was a chance, at the outset, that the world could work together. The initial impetus was certainly there. At the G20 meeting of world leaders on 26 March 2020, as COVID-19 was advancing, President Trump and fellow G20 leaders agreed measures to enhance the global effort. They agreed ‘to close the financing gap in the WHO Strategic Preparedness and Response Plan’.6 And, when G20 health ministers met a month later, on 24 April, before them was a 52-paragraph draft communiqué highlighting the current inequality in health resources available to different countries and the human suffering the pandemic was causing, and committing all countries to strengthening the WHO’s mandate in coordinating the fight against the pandemic. The draft communiqué expressed ‘concern about the continuity and lack of sustainable funding’ and urged all donors to contribute to the collective effort, saying, ‘It is far more cost-effective to invest in sustainable financing for country preparedness than to pay to the costs of responding to outbreaks.’7


But as the scale of the pandemic grew, governments retreated into their national silos, rather than opting to work together. President Trump – increasingly in ‘America First’ mode and in the run-up to an election – blamed both China and the WHO, and the cracks in this multilateral cooperation began to show, reducing the strength and resolve of any collective action and politicising what was agreed. Some countries had ready-made contingency plans to quickly close their borders and lockdown their economies. Others, including the US, initially ignored such plans then instituted bans on travellers from China and elsewhere, with dubious effectiveness. Borders were closed, and many countries banned any export of medical equipment, personal protective equipment and pharmaceuticals. There were even reports of merchant navies seizing goods in mid ocean. Dozens of countries created barriers of one kind or another. National interests collided with global interests and too often the national interests won out. The virus, as viruses do, found more and more human hosts, and global cases and deaths skyrocketed.


Of course, in normal times, the UN Security Council would leave decision-making on health to other UN bodies, but in crises – including those in global health – the Council has a well-established role in responding. But it too failed to reach any agreement on how to deal with COVID-19. China, which held the rotating presidency of the Security Council in March 2020, explained that this ‘public health’ matter was a national issue that did not fall within the Security Council’s ‘geopolitical’ ambit. The US demanded that any resolution must specify the Chinese origins of COVID-19 – labelled by Trump the ‘Wuhan virus’ – along with the SARS epidemic of 2003. China responded, by accusing the US of ‘politicising the outbreak’. In an email to UN missions, China stated, ‘The groundless accusations and malicious fabrication from the U.S. aim at shirking its own responsibilities, which severely poisoned the atmosphere of global cooperation in containing the outbreak.’8


Twenty years ago, Al Gore, then-US vice president, memorably chaired a Security Council debate on HIV/AIDS in Africa. The Security Council passed Resolution 1308, recognising ‘the importance of a coordinated international response to the HIV/AIDS pandemic, given its possible growing impact on social instability and emergency situations’.9 That prompted Kofi Annan, then-UN secretary-general, to propose the establishment of the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria in 2002. Similarly, the UN Security Council intervened when Ebola hit West Africa in 2014, unanimously agreeing Resolution 2177, designating the Ebola outbreak in West Africa a ‘threat to international peace and security’ and setting up the UN Mission for Ebola Emergency Response.10


So, contrary to claims made by both China and the US, there was nothing to prevent the UN Security Council from playing a coordinating role and living up to its history. But the Security Council could not even agree a bland compromise resolution stating that they supported ‘all relevant entities of the United Nations system, including specialized health agencies… in the global fight against COVID-19’.11 The US demanded the deletion of the phrase ‘specialized health agencies’ and, when others refused to remove it, the resolution fell through. Sadly governments have largely failed to work collectively, to come to each other’s aid, and to support each other from the start of this global outbreak.


Vaccine nationalism


If we failed in the first wave to cooperate in dealing with the cause of the disease, nine months later, when we had a chance to redeem ourselves, we also failed to cooperate to end the spread of the disease by doing enough to share the miracle of vaccines.


Sadly, ‘vaccine nationalism’ (countries going their own way in attempts to corner the market in – and in some cases to hoard – supplies) is not just a temporary response prompted by the shortage of the various vaccines. Despite valiant attempts to make things work, the international coordination of supply and distribution will not be adequate even when millions of vaccines become available.


Global cooperation is needed to secure (1) the scaling up of vaccine production to meet global demand; (2) the negotiation and management of vaccine prices to ensure they are affordable for all nations; (3) the fair allocation of vaccines globally, giving priority to those most at risk and health workers; and (4) the rapid deployment of effective global roll-out procedures that are sufficiently flexible to address emerging hotspots. And, crucially, we need to underpin this with sufficient funding and, in particular, to support those low-income nations that will struggle to launch and sustain whole-population vaccination programmes.


We could be doing so much better. Over more than twenty years, I have seen at first hand how public-spirited scientists, medics and policymakers have built and funded global vaccination programmes that have reduced the incidences of polio, cholera, meningitis, yellow fever and tuberculosis.


When I was finance minister, the UK was one of the first countries to support the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria in 2002 and a number of governments joined us in subsidising new drugs and treatments of benefit to poorer countries. Working with charities, such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, our government was also in the vanguard of the Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunization (GAVI), established in 2000 to pay for and distribute life-saving vaccines to the developing world. And I was directly involved in the creation of its financial arm, the International Finance Facility for Immunisation (IFFIm), which has raised $8 billion, and working alongside GAVI, has made possible the immunisation of 800 million children. To their great credit, these initiatives are now estimated to have saved 13 million lives.12


And so, joined by GAVI, IFFIm and the Global Fund in eradicating communicable diseases, the WHO no longer has to act alone to fulfil its global health mandate. In 2020 I was expecting to see all these inventive approaches brought to bear in heightened collaboration to deal with the COVID-19 crisis.


At the outset, I marvelled at the international coalitions and alliances that quickly emerged, linking scientists, medics and researchers across the world, and at the speed at which they went to work. To their great credit, a body had been convened by nine of the world’s leading health organisations, with the unwieldy name of Access to COVID Tools Accelerator (ACT-A), and its vaccine pillar, COVAX, was set up to accelerate the development, production and equitable access to COVID-19 tests, treatments and vaccines. COVAX has two objectives: to secure vaccines for all economies at affordable prices by benefiting from economies of scale and advanced purchase agreements; and, through what is called Advanced Market Commitments, to fund vaccines for ninety-two lower-income countries which otherwise could not afford them. Its plan is that during 2021 it will have sent 1.2 billion doses to vaccinate the most vulnerable 20 per cent of the populations of poor countries with hopes to secure an additional 600,000 doses by the end of the year.13


And it is technically possible. Thanks to all the components now available – the science, technology and manufacturing expertise – vaccine production can be ramped up very quickly across the world. We will need to transfer technology, and later in this chapter I discuss what we might do to make that happen. And we will need to build the infrastructure in the seventy-four countries – more than thirty of which are in Africa – that have no previous experience of adult vaccination programmes for any disease. It will require the kind of mobilisation, never before seen in peacetime, that brings together the proven skills of pharmaceutical and logistics companies, national militaries and health professionals.


Who pays?


We have already overcome the challenges of devising a vaccine; we will overcome the current challenges of limited manufacturing capacity and poor logistics; but yet another obstacle will continue to stand in the path of mass vaccination. The cost of vaccinating the world has been estimated at $30 billion a year to cover research, distribution and the cost of immunising 20 per cent of the developing world, with a further $30 billion required to cover 80 per cent. That is a small price to pay, but no one seems willing to pay it.14


And yet we cannot afford not to pay it. The longer the pandemic persists, the greater the impact of lockdowns and border closures will be on the world economy. Already, in 2020, COVID-19 has cost $15 trillion in global economic rescue packages, on top of $10 trillion in lost output. The US non-profit RAND Corporation estimates that if the virus remains out of control the global economy will lose upwards of $1.2 trillion a year in GDP.15 If the richest countries are vaccinated, but the poorest are not, it will cost the world $153 billion a year; yet if the world’s poorest nations have equal access to COVID-19 vaccines, the high-income countries will earn a return of nearly $5 for every $1 spent on vaccines. And even this may be an underestimate. Factoring in supply and demand shocks, both domestic and foreign, from continued lockdowns, the International Chamber of Commerce predicts that the global economy could lose far more: up to $9.2 trillion, with about 50 per cent of this falling on advanced economies.16


And so the $30 billion or so annual bill for the global vaccine programme is a fraction of the trillions COVID-19 is already costing us. In fact, $30 billion is less than 2 per cent of the cost of President Biden’s $1.9 trillion American Recovery Act. It would pay the US to underwrite the first $30 billion on its own: not as an act of charity but as a form of self-insurance to protect its own national interests. And if the ten largest global economies shared the cost of mass vaccination, one international consortium of researchers, the Eurasia Group, calculate that they would be at least $500 billion better off by 2025.


But sadly the global vaccination effort is wholly reliant on voluntary contributions and donations and too few have been forthcoming. As we stand at the time of writing in March 2021, the current deficit lies at $22.1 billion for 2021 alone,17 with $3.1 billion urgently required to support vaccination in lower income countries.


The blunt truth is that under existing funding arrangements there is little chance of inoculating the majority of the population in the poorest nations by next year, or perhaps for many years. A vaccine divide is emerging between rich and poor and decisions are being made that determine who is to live and who is to die. These life-or-death choices should not depend on sending round a begging bowl or on charity alone. And as welcome as the UK and US’s recent commitments to COVAX are, it is time to negotiate a fairer system of burden-sharing between nations.


Despite COVAX’s best efforts to coordinate a vaccine roll-out, there has, instead, been a free-for-all in vaccine procurement. At least fifty-six separate bilateral deals giving priority of access to the richer nations have been signed to date. Canada, for instance, has ordered five times the number of vaccines required for its population – and it is not an outlier.18 While around 120 countries have begun administering the vaccine, the majority of vaccines have been administered in high-income nations: ten of the richest nations account for around 80 per cent of the completed 260 million vaccines as of March 2021.19 In comparison, countries dependent on COVAX will receive their doses far more slowly. As things stand, COVAX plans to deliver the first 237 million doses to 142 nations by May 2021, but as I write, two-thirds of all countries have yet to receive any COVID-19 vaccines.20


There are heart-warming examples of corporate and national generosity and this year’s G7 will be an occasion to add to this, but in itself it will not be enough. AstraZeneca and Johnson & Johnson are producing at cost to enable poorer nations to respond to the acute phase of the pandemic, while countries like Norway are donating back to COVAX, New Zealand is supporting neighbourhood Pacific Islands, and India is giving away some of what its factories produce. But only an agreed system of fair burden-sharing can ensure sufficient resources to support the global poor in the long term and avoid an increasing rich–poor vaccine divide.


In the absence of this, most support for the wider ACT-A programme has come from only five nations: Germany, the US, the UK, Canada and Norway, as Table 1 shows. In fact, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation has so far donated far more than the vast majority of countries have given: around £350 million to the general anti-COVID-19 effort, along with $156 million specifically for vaccines. The table below also illustrates what should have happened: what a more equitable distribution of the burden would look like based on a country’s capacity to pay, taking into account either their current national income (GNI) or their share of UN payments. Entirely missing from the list of donors are large economies such as China, Brazil and Russia.





Table 1: General COVID Support (ACT-A) and Vaccines (COVAX) Funding Support to Date (March 2021), Major Nation State Donors*






	 


	Actual to March 2021 ($m)†


	% of Total


	Alternative Burden Sharing (%)







	General COVID Support (ACT-A)


	Vaccines (COVAX)


	General COVID Support (ACT-A)


	Vaccines (COVAX)


	GNI Share


	UN Contribution Share









	Germany


	2,636


	1,954


	24%


	23%


	5%


	6%







	United States


	2,500


	2,500


	23%


	29%


	25%


	22%







	United Kingdom


	1,111


	1,032


	10%


	12%


	3%


	5%







	Canada


	757


	301


	7%


	4%


	2%


	3%







	Norway


	470


	390


	4%


	5%


	0%


	1%







	Saudi Arabia


	313


	303


	3%


	4%


	1%


	1%







	Japan


	346


	337


	3%


	4%


	6%


	9%







	France


	185


	122


	2%


	1%


	3%


	4%







	Spain


	147


	147


	1%


	2%


	2%


	2%







	Italy


	116


	116


	1%


	1%


	2%


	3%







	Australia


	72


	67


	1%


	1%


	2%


	2%







	Republic of Korea


	11


	10


	0.1%


	0.1%


	2%


	2%







	New Zealand


	23


	23


	0.2%


	0.3%


	0.2%


	0.3%







	 


	 


	 


	 







	Total Pledged (all nations)


	11,078


	8,559


	 







	% of Total


	78.4%


	85.3%








* Excludes the $604 million from the European Commission that would place it as the 5th largest donor.


† Nation state donations converted to US dollars as of exchange rates 26 March 2021 and subject to variation. General COVID-19 support currently unallocated at time of writing includes CAD 230 million from Canada and EUR 21 million from France (included in general COVID-19 support but not allocated amongst pillars). See https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/access-to-covid-19-tools-tracker


Clearly there is work to be done. In the short term, with no burden-sharing agreement and yet an urgent need to move ahead with vaccinations, the World Bank could extend its grants to low-income countries and both the IMF and World Bank could increase their loans to middle-income countries. But in the long term sustained funding on an annual basis will be needed, and there will have to be better ways of paying for a global vaccination programme than relying on charity.


One option is to lessen the costs of purchase and production. In May 2020 the COVID-19 Technology Access Pool (C-TAP) was created, a global agency created to address issues of technology disparity and promote widespread access for the voluntary sharing of COVID-19 intellectual property and technology. The eventual goal of C-TAP is to provide a globalised vaccine production line with ordinary commercial patents waived to enable generic manufacturing. In October 2020, with the support of 100 developing countries, South Africa and India asked the World Trade Organization Council to waive intellectual property rights for COVID-19 vaccines, tests and treatments until everyone is protected. America and Europe, home to most pharmaceutical companies, resisted, but a temporary waiver should be agreed.


The India–South Africa proposal would, of course, exclude the innovators from profits but it would also leave manufacturers free to dominate the field. Thomas Pogge’s proposed Health Impact Fund offers a better and fairer way forward in which a system of payments calculated according to the real-world impact of their innovations would replace the reward that companies automatically receive for monopoly patents. Under this system, the innovators would be paid a fee for each dose of their vaccine administered anywhere in the world; the higher the number of patients immunised with their vaccine, the more the innovators benefit. ‘Instead of jealously guarding their know-how,’ writes Pogge, ‘innovators will be eager to share it so as to give manufacturers confidence that they will be able to manufacture, in large quantities and at low cost, a high-quality product that will pass regulatory scrutiny.’21 The next step is to boost production through more voluntary licensing agreements and technology transfer into low- and middle-income countries, and to achieve this the WTO’s new director general, Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, has brought major pharmaceutical manufacturers together to explore voluntary licensing arrangements not just for scaling up COVID-19 vaccines but for diagnostics and therapeutics. It is too early to say how ambitious attempts to link Western pharma and developing country producers, like India’s Serum Institute, the biotechnology company that will produce the greatest number of 2021 COVAX doses, will ultimately work out.22


But even if deals can be done, success depends on someone meeting the costs. There’s no avoiding a basic lesson with COVID-19: finance is not the whole solution, but it is indispensable to a safer world. We cannot continue to rely on charity or voluntary contributions: the virus doesn’t care. At the end of this chapter I will suggest a formula for funding global health for the future, but to understand what we have to do to achieve the acceptance of such a system, and to improve the overall coordination of global health, we have to first look back into our history.


We have been here before.


Some lessons from history


Lest we think COVID-19 is a ‘black swan’ event and that global pandemics are one-offs, it is worth examining the evidence. Throughout history, more people have been killed by pandemics than by wars and lesser conflicts. And indeed it is an equally remarkable contemporary fact that already in this still-young century, we have witnessed five large scale epidemics: SARS (2003); avian flu (2009); Ebola (2014); Zika (2018); and now COVID-19.


Of course, because of our enhanced ability to communicate with each other, we are more knowledgeable than we once were regarding what is happening in other countries. But it is not simply increased awareness; according to the Royal Society, outbreaks have become more common in recent years.23 Some viruses have evolved with humans over hundreds or thousands of years, and researchers have known about infectious diseases like Ebola since the 1970s and Zika since the 1940s. But while we have become more expert at identifying them and more adept at addressing and coping with them, viruses, bacteria and fungi can now spread around the world with greater speed than ever before by the same means as their hosts: by road, rail and air.


People and goods are travelling at greater volume and rapidity than at any time in history. Trade, travel, tourism and migration have all made it more likely that infections will spread. Budget airlines, huge cruise ships and regular international get-togethers for business and pleasure have extended new opportunities to millions, but they have also created huge risks. It is this depth and breadth of cross-border connections that mean a small single event can have consequences that cascade across the world. In short, greater interdependence means greater vulnerability, putting us more directly at the mercy of unplanned-for events. Once again we are all in the same storm, if not the same boat.


Infectious diseases can also spread more easily within countries today, because more than half of the world’s people – nearly 60 per cent – live in closely integrated urban spaces. Soon the cities and towns of Africa – the least-developed continent of the world – will house half their countries’ population. Yet, in most developing countries and cities, where people are crowded together and social distancing is difficult to achieve, health systems remain underdeveloped and social protection is often so inadequate that disease spreads quickly. Poverty – and, with it, the inability to isolate oneself by staying off work and facing the resultant hunger – is an aggravating force. So, too, is climate change and the laying waste of agricultural land. In June 2015, The Lancet brought together the world’s leading experts on environmental health, who argued that a warming climate fuels the risk of disease and ‘threatens to undermine the last half-century of gains in development and global health’.24


We need to accept that another COVID-19-style event could easily happen again. The question is not whether but when. We must therefore accept the urgency in reforming our global health architecture. We must not make the same mistakes that we have made with COVID-19.


And the WHO’s past record might hold the key to the future.


The case of smallpox


There had been many false starts in the eradication of smallpox throughout the middle of the twentieth century: a global campaign agreed in 1959 which failed when only half the fifteen vaccines pledged met the quality standards; a mass vaccination in India planned for 1963 that never generated sufficient donations; and a USSR Cold War effort followed by a US response that also fell short. And so in the mid-1960s there were still 10 million smallpox cases across forty-three nations and between 1.5 and 2 million deaths every year. It was then that the WHO asked members to approve a separate budget for a Smallpox Eradication Unit requiring each member to contribute based on their ability to pay. But the $2m fund was so small, and much of the WHO membership so reluctant to contribute, that the smallpox-infected countries were expected to pay 70 per cent of the costs, and as the team that led the effort later explained:




[The] lack of resources constituted a serious, continuing problem and, even in the concluding years of the programme, those that were made available barely sufficed to sustain momentum… the response was never adequate… Success was never a certainty even during the years immediately preceding the last known cases.25





But after a whole decade of intensive effort against the odds, by the late 1970s there remained only one country carrying the disease: Somalia. Of course an eradication effort that reduces cases by only 99 per cent fails to achieve its main goal. Nothing short of 100 per cent eradication constituted success. The appeal was still underfunded and it was not until Sweden, which had suffered its own outbreak as recently as 1963, offered a voluntary donation that final contact-tracing in Somalia could proceed. A Somalian man was identified as the last patient on earth with smallpox.26 In this way a formerly much-feared contagion became the first and only human disease in history to have been totally eradicated.


Not only was this campaign, for all its false starts and under-funding, one of the best examples of international cooperation the world has ever seen: it must also go down as one of the most cost-efficient endeavours in human history. The annual cost of the smallpox campaign between 1967 and 1979 was $23 million set against an estimate that smallpox cost developing countries $1 billion a year and the global economy as a whole $1.35 billion a year. Adding up data for the whole world, the benefit was 159 times the cost – possibly the greatest global public investment in human history, and for a country like India, the benefit was more than twice as great.27 But it was not just India benefiting. Donors across the globe were repaid many times over. ‘The benefits to all countries of eradicating smallpox would appear so great and so clear’, one study puts it, ‘that it is difficult to understand why there were problems in obtaining the requisite resources and political commitment.’28 Smallpox eradication was not a prisoner’s dilemma. Everyone benefited. It was, as Barrett calls it, ‘perhaps the greatest achievement of international cooperation in human history’.29


And yet it very nearly did not happen. It was good fortune that Sweden was prepared to pay for the last mile. While many countries had a strong incentive to finance the eradication effort, each would have preferred that another paid.


With eradication efforts persistently hampered by funding problems, and with countries seemingly unable to recognise the huge upsides of action and unwilling to shoulder the financial burden, we should have learned an early lesson with smallpox: that a new system of burden-sharing had to be devised. The eradication of smallpox was not inevitable, and success was such a close-run thing that we should never again have left disease eradication unfunded, trusting instead to chance. But we did.


A one-off?


An unwillingness of countries to contribute, despite the obvious medical and financial benefits of doing so, has thwarted more recent attempts at eradication of other infectious diseases. A campaign started in 1980 set out to eradicate Guinea worm, a water-borne parasitic infection that produces painful and disabling ulceration of the lower limbs. Progress was based on: eliminating the parasite from stagnant water; providing far purer water from boreholes; and reinforcing efforts with extensive health education campaigns. In 1986 cases were estimated at 3.5 million. The disease was endemic in twenty countries in the 1980s but by 2016 that was reduced to three. Only fifty-three cases were reported in 2019. This is huge progress – yet once again it took decades to secure the financing and commitment to get there.


By 2011, we saw the elimination of rinderpest, a rapidly fatal gastro-intestinal infection of cattle that was common for centuries. With a significant impact on food production in the form of milk and meat rinderpest was a real threat to the health of people in Africa and Asia and its eradication is a huge step forward. Yet we could be making so much more progress on other diseases. Take the example of a much more common disease, mainly of children: measles. One study has estimated that if measles were eradicated and vaccination could be discontinued the US could save anything between $500 million and $4.5 billion. Another study estimated that seven industrialised countries (Canada, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden and the UK) would save sums ranging from $10 million to $623 million if measles were eradicated.30 Spend a little on eradication, save a lot on healthcare and vaccination. Again, there are huge health and economic benefits that accrue from joint global action.
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