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“You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today.”  

Abraham Lincoln 
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About PETRA 

PETRA is a unique interdisciplinary research and development network. It aims to bring 

together the trade and health communities to consider how trade and trade and investment 

agreements can help tackle the major social, health and economic challenges that are the 

determinants of non-communicable diseases. PETRA was established as a UK Prevention 

Research Partnership network in September 2019 to run for an initial three-year period. It is 

hosted by the University of Chester. 

Further details at: https://petranetwork.org/ 
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Summary 

With the focus on returning to normal following COVID-19, there is a small window of 

opportunity to consider whether “normal” is now good enough. 

The need to do things differently and urgently is set out starkly by Michael Marmot in his ten-

year review update. He finds a country in which life expectancy has stalled, where there has 

been an increase in people living longer in poor health, and where there is still no national 

strategy for health inequalities. The effect of this lost decade is to be found in the 

disproportionate loss of life and incidence of COVID-19 among those living in the poorest 

areas of the UK, those with the greatest risk factors, including obesity and diabetes, and 

those in the BAME communities.  

Redirection of health service resources away from treating non-communicable diseases 

during the pandemic has resulted in two million people waiting for cancer services alone and, 

at the time of writing, there have been at least 12000 indirect “excess” deaths from causes 

other than COVID-19 during this period. COVID-19 has been called “this generation’s polio.” 

It is storing up problems that, if not addressed now, will become entrenched. An increase in 

alcohol consumption, gambling and mental health problems is likely to be the tip of the 

iceberg. 

In the Government’s stated desire to avoid long-term economic scarring, future policy must 

understand the relationship between health and the economy. There can be no further 

excuse to avoid investing in the public’s health and wellbeing; the potential of an Office of 

Budget Responsibility for Population Health needs serious consideration. In the rush to 

rebuild economic strength, care must be taken to avoid the opportunity being exploited by the 

unhealthy commodities’ industries, as has happened during the lockdown.  

The UK is predicted to face additional economic challenges on the trade front following Brexit 

and the process of realigning trading partners. The need for the public health community to 

engage with trade deals is particularly important in order to protect current food standards 

and watch that new tariffs do not encourage the accessibility of highly processed foods whilst 

increasing the prices of nutritionally valuable foods. 

The signs are there that the public is willing to embrace change and at a scale that would 

previously have been thought unrealistic. Some cities are now rethinking transport to focus 

on walking and cycling. Prime Ministerial action has also been promised on obesity which 

must be followed through as a matter of urgency given its link with COVID-19. However, a 

pandemic means that recovery is needed not just nationally but on a global scale. Greater 

coordination and collective leadership are required to overcome the instinct for insularity and 

protectionism.  

The pandemic represents a rare but narrow window of opportunity to reflect, reimagine, and 

reset our world to create a healthier, more equitable, and more prosperous future.  

Klaus Schwab, Executive Chairman, World Economic Forum 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/06/now-is-the-time-for-a-great-reset
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1. Introduction 

1.1 On 11 March 2020, the Director General of the WHO declared the novel coronavirus, 

now identified as COVID-19, to be a pandemic. In a matter of weeks, COVID-19 has 

marched its way around the world relentlessly and unforgivingly. The cost is almost 

immeasurable, not just for the hundreds of thousands of deaths but in terms of the 

economic, social, physical and emotional suffering that has been endured and will be 

endured for years to come. The task of rebuilding economies is now beginning to be 

explored and in May 2020 the Prime Minister set out a plan for the UK “to return life to 

as close to normal as possible, for as many people as possible, as fast and fairly as 

possible in a way that is safe.”i  

1.2 But is “normal” something to which we either want to, or should, return? “Normal” in 

the UK was not as good as it could have been. In reporting on his visit to the UK in 

2018, the UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights found a fifth of 

the population to be living in poverty of which 1.5 million were destitute, child poverty 

rates estimated at 40%, 1.2 million people on social housing waiting lists, rough 

sleeping up by 134%, and one in six people who used foodbanks were in work.ii The 

terrible irony of COVID-19 is that those who emerged as the - deservedly applauded - 

key workers who support the country tend to fall into these categories and therefore 

likely to have the least resistance to coronavirus. All of which underlines the 

economist JK Galbraith’s truth that “those who least need compensation for their 

effort, could best survive without it, are paid the most.”iii 

1.3 The lessons are still being learned from this pandemic but one thing is already clear - 

it provides a “what if” moment to define a vision of a new normal which seeks a break 

from the past. As the current policy window to initiate a change of direction is open, 

however temporarily, now is the time to resist recreating the past. 

1.4 Klaus Schwab, Executive Chair of the World Economic Forum, has declared that now 

is the time for a “Great Reset” of economies and societies in order to produce fairer 

outcomes in terms of coordinated tax policies, changes to wealth taxes and ending of 

fossil fuel subsidies; advance shared goals in terms of sustainability; and address 

social and health challenges.iv This briefing considers the opportunities for a major 

societal transformation that reshapes intractable social issues, rebuilds the public’s 

health and wellbeing and addresses environmental challenges.  

  

It would be extremely short-sighted for the government to tackle this crisis, then go 

back to business as usual…. it is not a choice between having an efficient flourishing 

economy and spending on resilience….building in resilience is necessary for stable 

growth and long-term prosperity. Venki Ramakrishnan, President of the Royal Society  

https://royalsociety.org/blog/2020/05/following-the-science/
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2. Economic policy and planning 

2.1 The International Monetary Fund (IMF) views COVID-19 as “the greatest economic 

calamity since the Great Depression” forecasting that global income will fall 3%, with a 

“disproportionate impact on low-skilled workers.” IMF research into past epidemics of 

SARS (2003), H1N1 (2009), MERS (2012), Ebola (2014) and Zika (2016) shows that 

inequality widens after each event with the Gini co-efficient (used to measure 

inequality) increasing by 1.5% after five years.v  

2.2 Although a severe and long-lasting recession is now predicted, INSEAD Professor of 

Economics, Antonio Fatás, points out that this is not a normal recession. It has not 

arisen from a particular policy or business decision but from a deliberate closure. 

Recovery from shutting down the economy will depend both on the ebb and flow of 

the pandemic and will need a variety of instruments to support its rebuilding but, most 

of all, it will need to consider health perspectives first.vi 

2.3 The UK Government recognises that “the longer the virus affects the economy, the 

greater the risks of long-term scarring and permanently lower economic activity, with 

business failures, persistently higher unemployment and lower earnings.”i However, in 

the eagerness to restart the economy, there is a real risk that there will be a 

weakening of regulation of the unhealthy commodity industries (UHCI’s) who will be 

keen to promote such business opportunities. Indeed, this is already happening; for 

example, in May 2020, the Children’s Food Campaign called out inappropriate 

advertising to children by Kellogg’s during the lockdown.vii 

2.4 A better understanding of the links between health and the economy and the fragility 

of those links is required. Since one of the tenets of the lockdown has been “protect 

the NHS,” there is now little excuse not to invest for prevention to reduce avoidable 

demand on public services. In 2018, the UK Public Health Network brought together 

senior economic and political figures to discuss how an Office of Budget 

Responsibility for Population Health could provide credible and independent fiscal and 

economic analysis on the value of health capital to the country.viii This function needs 

greater and more urgent consideration as part of the COVID-19 recovery plan in order 

to establish reinvestment in public health.  

2.5 Support needs to be given to industries that make a positive contribution to the health 

of the nation and environmental change - and not those that damage the public’s 

health and environment – as well as those that pay their due taxes. Public questions 

about tax-avoiding health and environmental corporations and any state subsidies 

need to be given greater consideration, along with measures to discourage off- 

shoring.  

2.6 The need to maintain the issuing of sustainable development bonds will also need to 

be supported in order to continue providing funds for COVID-19 relief. These bonds 

comprise: green bonds to help environment projects, social bonds to finance 

healthcare, and sustainability bonds to fund a mix of both. HSBC reports that the 
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issuing of these bonds rose by 69% in the first three months of 2020 compared with 

2019 and consider social bonds “well-suited” to dealing with COVID-19.ix 

2.7 On 5 June 2020, the UK Prime Minister declared his intention of producing what the 

tabloid papers call “the Great Recovery Bill” to re-kindle the economy. Whilst this 

includes measures to open restaurants and bars as well as potential tax cuts to 

stimulate spending, the Prime Minister has also asked for ideas. There are a variety of 

initiatives to consider. One option might be to follow the German Chancellor’s 

example. Traditionally cautious and already in recession, Germany’s response to 

COVID-19 is to pump €130bn of aid into its economy with measures such as a three 

percentage point cut in VAT and an additional €300 per child, as well as incentives to 

encourage innovation and address climate change.x Alternatively, there are calls to 

reinvent the, albeit politically rather than economically motivated, Marshall Plan of 

1947 aimed at rebuilding a post-war Europe. The EU was already discussing a Green 

Deal prior to the pandemic. Turning this into €1trillion of grant aid might “help seed the 

eventual economic recovery.”xi In creating its own post- COVID-19 Marshall Plan, the 

UK could also look at Roosevelt’s “GI Bill” of 1944. Officially registered as the 

Serviceman’s Readjustment Act, it is credited with reshaping the US economy. 

Despite the $14.5bn cost at the time, those who took advantage of the educational 

subsidy alone generated ten times the cost in tax revenues from their subsequent 

earnings.xii Whatever the model, the UK’s Great Recovery Bill needs to deliver rapid 

and sustainable improvements, especially for its areas of high inequality.  

 

3 Public policy and public health narrative  

3.1 The Marmot Review 10 yearsxiii on shows that, for the first time since 1900, life 

expectancy in the UK has stalled. In a scathing commentary on the decade, Marmot 

points out that there is still no national prioritisation of health inequalities and no 

national health inequalities strategy. This has resulted in more than 80% of the 

slowdown in life expectancy being attributable to causes other than excess winter 

deaths. Early analysis of the impact of COVID-19 mirrors the findings of this review; it 

has hit disproportionately hardest in the areas with high levels of poverty and poor 

health, as well as the BAME community. There is now sufficient evidence to demand a 

strategic approach to addressing the health gap. This must also tackle the divide 

between health care and social care as a matter of urgency.  

3.2 The allocation of £3.2bn of extra funding to local authorities to help their response to 

COVID-19 has been welcomed but this needs to be the start of greater investment in 

the public health system and a cross-Government approach to working on public 

We need to “recapitalise” our health and epidemiologic systems beyond narrow cost-benefit 

considerations so they have the necessary resilience to withstand such shocks.  

Angel Gurría Secretary-General OECD 

https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=126_126445-5ofyod1xpv&title=SecretaryGeneralAngelGurriaStatementforthe20_VideoconferenceSummitonCOVID19
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health issues. The NHS Long-Term Plan contains commitments to public health that 

should not be lost and certainly “sacrificed on the altar of opening more intensive care 

beds.”xviii Both politicians and the public must realise the need for a well-resourced 

and prepared public health system at national, regional and local levels. 

3.3 COVID-19 has demonstrated, with devastating discrimination, that there are huge 

social and economic costs of not investing in prevention. Relatively small investments 

in public health can have massive benefits and security for the economy. To date, 

such developments have now occurred in China and Iceland with the latter, for 

example, awarding the equivalent of £3.3m in grants to address climate change as 

part of its COVID-19 recovery plan.xiv However, there is a risk that the UK’s COVID-19 

recovery plan redefines “public health” merely as “health protection” in order to be 

better prepared for future pandemics. This risks even further marginalisation of health 

improvement and wellbeing and lessons will not have been learned from those who 

have suffered during the current pandemic.   

3.4 The National Risk Register, first issued in 2008, provides a government assessment 

of the likelihood and potential impact of a variety of emergencies, both domestically 

and nationally. Although the UK was one of the first countries to produce such a 

register, the opportunity to address some of its limitations in long-term planning would 

assist with adopting a precautionary approach across Government.  

3.5 COVID-19 has demonstrated that the nation can both make and afford huge social 

changes. Maybe as a result of this, a YouGov poll for Sky Newsxv reported public 

support for a “significantly different” economy post-COVID-19 with 49% of those polled 

preferring to see a high level of public spending. This window of support will require 

fast action in order not to lose momentum and to capitalise on a renewed interest in 

public health at an individual and population level. Although austerity was the 

response to the 2008 financial crash, the temptation to reinstate similar measures 

post-COVID-19 needs to be avoided. Not only is there “no more fat to cut” in public 

services, there is an urgent need “to redress inequalities that have been further 

exposed by the pandemic,”xvi and to prevent further widening of the health gap. The 

fact that interest rates are so low will enable Government borrowing for some time to 

come. The IPPR proposes that recovery focuses on sustainable job growth and fairer, 

smarter taxation.xvii  

3.6 The need for “a more grown-up and mature political discourse” has already been 

made.xviii Scientific expertise has become more valued during the crisis with an 

apparent greater willingness by both Government and the public to accept advice. 

However, with media reports raising concerns about scientific deference to Downing 

Street,xix the risk of becoming political scapegoats must be avoided. Fast-changing 

evidence can divide opinion and, following the Government’s desire to shift the media 

spotlight on potential lockdown breaches by the Prime Minister’s advisor Dominic 

Cummings, concerns have been raised about political divergence from scientific 

advice – for example over the easing of lockdownxx and the test and trace operation.xxi 
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Openness and transparency in discussions and decision-making is essential. The 

Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies (SAGE), set up to provide advice to 

Government in times of crisis, traditionally only makes its decisions public at the end 

of the emergency. After public pressure, meeting minutes are currently being made 

available with only weeks’ delay. The alternative group, Independent SAGE, led by Sir 

David King, sets an example by meeting virtually, in public, and publishing its findings 

contemporaneously.  

4 Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) 

4.1 Figures released by the Office for National Statistics in May 2020 show that 90% of 

deaths involving COVID-19 in England and Wales during March and April 2020 had at 

least one pre-existing condition. The most common condition was dementia and 

Alzheimer’s Disease with ischaemic heart diseases and diabetes also being 

contributory factors.xxii NCDs are an existing avoidable pandemic. The UK’s health 

status is very poor in terms of NCD risks and long-term chronic health conditions. 

Leaving COVID-19 aside, NCD risk factors greatly increase the mortality risk in the 

population and particularly in vulnerable populations.  

4.2 NCD morbidity and premature mortality will have increased substantially as a 

consequence of deferred access to hospitals. A WHO survey of 155 countries over a 

three-week period in May 2020 found that 53% had partially or completely disrupted 

services for hypertension treatment; 49% for treatment for diabetes and diabetes-

related complications; 42% for cancer treatment, and 31% for cardiovascular 

emergencies.xxiii By 1 June 2020, Cancer Research UK estimated that over two million 

people in the UK were waiting for screening, tests and treatment for cancer.xxiv Writing 

for the Royal Society for Public Health, Majid Ezzatixxv reported that his research 

found 12000 excess indirect deaths between February – early May 2020, potentially 

reflecting the health service shift to focus on COVID-19 patients. Future tracking of 

indirect deaths will be needed to inform health and health service policies on NCDs.  

4.3 Early analysis of patients with COVID-19 symptoms severe enough to require hospital 

intervention reveals that obesity, smoking, and diabetes are significant factors that 

influence the course of the disease. Reports also note a rise in alcohol consumption 

that threatens a “generation” of alcohol harmxxvi and concerns about gambling. Early 

indications from the Gambling Commission showed that “a majority of those who have 

participated in three or more gambling activities in the last four weeks are spending 

more time or money.”xxvii The true effect of COVID-19 and lockdown periods on mental 

illness are yet to be thoroughly investigated but initial investigations show that, in 

An economy without a robust public health infrastructure may seem prosperous but only until 

widespread illness strikes….. If we have learned anything from the horrors of this pandemic it is 

that lesson. Economies don’t flourish despite public health. They flourish because of it….. 

Public health support can lay the foundation for a more sustainable economic revival.  Robert I. 

Field Professor of Law and Professor of Health Management and Policy, Drexel University 

https://www.independentsage.org/
https://www.inquirer.com/health/expert-opinions/public-health-economy-coronavirus-shutdown-history-lesson-20200526.html
https://www.inquirer.com/health/expert-opinions/public-health-economy-coronavirus-shutdown-history-lesson-20200526.html
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addition to those with known mental health conditions, there are a number of groups 

potentially at risk of mental health problems, including people with COVID-19 either in 

hospital or at home, health and care workers, those who are shielding, and those who 

are vulnerable financially.xxviii  

4.4 The prevention of NCDs requires a sustained investment and yet the WHO survey 

found that only 17% of those countries surveyed have begun “to allocate additional 

funding from the government budget to include the provision of NCD services in their 

national COVID-19 plan.”xxiii 

4.5 Dr Nick Hart has called COVID-19 “this generation’s polio” because it is becoming 

clear that many COVID-19 survivors will experience long-term effects. Chronic 

cardiovascular problems are already known to arise from pneumonia and because of 

the inflammatory nature of COVID-19, it is thought that there will be long-term 

implications for cardiovascular health.xxix The true extent of chronic health problems 

for those who have had COVID-19 will not be known for a while but may well include 

lung and respiratory issues, organ damage and neurological problems – all of which 

will add to the already epidemic levels of non-communicable diseases.  

4.6 However, there are positive signs emerging in the UK that could be used to renew 

interest in addressing NCDs. The new Prime Ministerial drive on tackling obesityxxx is 

to be welcomed, especially given the findings from early research in France that the 

prevalence of obesity was 1.5 times higher in people with severe COVID-19.xxxi   

4.7 The importance of walking and cycling must become a key, lasting, feature of 

transport policy. The need to protect public transport for key workers has deflected 

traffic towards alternative transport methods. This is creating encouraging signs of 

long-lasting development. For example, bold schemes in Bristol, London, Manchester 

and elsewhere are turning over whole streets and parts of cities to walking and cycling 

only. The fact that bicycle sellers such as Halfords and Brompton have reported a 

23% increase in share price and a “fivefold” increase in online cycle sales respectively 

as well as a 255% increase in the sale of bike maintenance toolsxxxii since the 

lockdown began demonstrates greater public willingness to adopt active transport. 

This shift is also keeping pollution levels low and people can see for themselves how 

drastically reduced vehicular traffic has had an immediate effect on air quality. In May 

2020, for example, King’s College London reported that NO2 levels from car exhausts 

on Marylebone Road and Euston Road – two of London’s most polluted roads – had 

declined 55% and 36% respectively.xxxiii These are all positive developments to build 

on and the momentum must not be lost post-lockdown. 

Let us remember, we are not measuring lives against livelihoods, nor health against wealth. 

This is not an “either/ or”: There is no economy without people. …. Recovery must lead to a 

different economy. We call it an economy of well-being. We must mobilize the will from 

politicians and people alike to create a better society which is fair and safe for everyone. An 

economy where we leave no one behind. Hans Kluge WHO Regional Director for Europe  

http://www.euro.who.int/en/media-centre/sections/statements/2020/statement-recovery-must-lead-to-a-different-economy,-an-economy-of-well-being
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5. Trade and investment agreements 

5.1 COVID-19 has had a major impact on international trade with many countries closing 

their borders. These will be opened only gradually as governments test the degree to 

which the virus is under control in their countries. The UK Trade Policy Observatory 

points out that this shock to the UK economy will be exacerbated by Brexit; firstly, 

because COVID-19 has, necessarily, diverted government attention away from 

negotiations on an EU-UK trade deal and secondly, because the debt being incurred 

from COVID-19 will make it more difficult for the UK to adjust to new trading 

arrangements.xxxiv  

5.2 As was highlighted in a webinar from the Institute for Government in May 2020, the 

UK is a trade-dependent economy. Predictions of a recession combined with changes 

following Brexit may make it harder than previously for the UK to build relations with 

other suppliers where it will be easier for EU countries to rebuild links with other EU 

countries. xxxv 

5.3 COVID-19 appears to be leading to increased protectionism rather than increased 

globalisation, despite warnings from institutions such as the World Bank and World 

Trade Organization that such measures reduce global supply, result in increased 

prices and are “ultimately hurtful” to economies;xxxvi keeping markets open and 

working together will result in “a much faster recovery than if each country acts 

alone.”xxxvii “Deeper international cooperation will be the most effective vaccine against 

viral protectionism” according to the World Economic Forum.xxxvi   

5.4 Tensions are running high between several superpowers at present with a number of 

countries pressing for the origins of the outbreak of COVID-19 to be investigated. This 

is resulting in a backlash from China and a heightened risk of major trade wars 

between Australia and China and an escalation of the long-standing trade dispute 

between the US and China. The UK may well be drawn into these disputes following 

the Government’s decision to review Huawei’s part in the 5G network strategy, the 

reneging of China on the 1997 agreement over preserving Hong Kong as one country 

two systems, and the potential for UK port blockades should fishing rights not be 

resolved in a UK:EU trade deal. Trade wars being lengthy matters, these would have 

a further impact on the UK’s economic recovery. As Chatham House points out: 

“There will be no winners from a new Cold War with China.”xxxviii 

5.5 The UK Government has set out its stance on trade in its recent strategy for trading 

with Japan: “More trade is essential if the UK is to overcome the unprecedented 

economic challenge posed by coronavirus.”xxxix However, the rush for economic 

recovery will be an opportunity for the unhealthy commodities’ industries to push for 

the new, mini-trade arrangements for the US:UK to remove, marginalise or dilute UK 

public health standards before the US presidential elections in November and Brexit in 

December. In voting on the Agriculture Bill on 13 May 2020, the House of Commons 

rejected applications by the National Farmers’ Union to uphold UK standards of food 

production.xl Unless the situation changes on this Bill during further Parliamentary 

https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Deeper+international+cooperation+will+be+the+most+effective+vaccine+against+viral+protectionism.&url=https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/viral-protectionism-time-coronavirus/?cid=EXT_WBBlogTweetableShare_D_EXT&via=WorldBank
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Deeper+international+cooperation+will+be+the+most+effective+vaccine+against+viral+protectionism.&url=https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/viral-protectionism-time-coronavirus/?cid=EXT_WBBlogTweetableShare_D_EXT&via=WorldBank
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processes, there is a high risk that US products such as chlorinated chicken and 

hormone-fed beef will be traded in the UK,xli to the detriment of the health of the 

public.  

5.6 UK trade tariffs were announced on 19 May 2020 and while bakers may welcome 

cheaper prices on yeast, baking powder and cocoa powder, it is likely that food prices 

will go up overall through new levies on agricultural goods imported from Europe. The 

potential for increased availability and accessibility of unhealthy, highly processed 

food commodities will rise with the Government’s intention of scrapping the current 

tariff variation across high fat, salt and sugar goods such as biscuits, pizzas, 

confectionery, and spreads.xlii  

5.7 COVID-19 revealed the fragility of the UK’s food supply chain and, in addressing 

resilience, there will need to be appropriate reconsideration of self-sufficient food 

systems, internal supply chains and production capacity. 

5.8 However, there is the potential for public health to become more valued in trade and 

investment agreements post-COVID-19 as a means of strengthening population 

resilience to further systemic shocks to the economy. Increasing the public health 

focus on trade deals, therefore, may be timely.  

6. Global action and leadership 

6.1 Although it will be very difficult to achieve, COVID-19 must be eradicated in every 

country on every continent. But, whilst much data and information sharing has 

undoubtedly been happening behind the scenes over the past few months, this 

pandemic has seen a visible lack of both global leadership and international 

cooperation at supranational level. There are, according to The House magazine, 

there are a variety of political reasons for this, as well as the fact that a health crisis 

inevitably focuses a country’s attention inwards. Speaking in The House magazine, 

Lord Ricketts, the UK’s former National Security Adviser, points out that “it may take 

some time to persuade people that the right conclusion from this crisis is more 

cooperation, not less.”xliii 

6.2 At the beginning of April 2020, the former Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, called for “a 

G20 task force to coordinate international support and a donors’ conference to make 

that support effective” to emulate the response to the 2008 financial crash in order to 

“avert a global depression.” xliv At a virtual meeting on 14 May 2020, the G20 agreed 

to “explore COVID-19 and related WTO initiatives” to facilitate trade, including the 

need to avoid unnecessary food stock-piling. However, much of the support is 

COVID-19 makes visible all the inequalities and dysfunctions in our health and welfare 

systems. It shows that health is a common global good and not a commodity. Now is 

the time to support multilateralism, to strengthen international organization and their 

financing as well as governance. Prof. Bettina Borisch, WFPHA Executive Director 

https://www.wfpha.org/wfpha-projects/391-covid-19-crisis-wfpha-response


12 
 

“aspirational” rather than actual because of a lack of unity in approach between G20 

members.xlv   

6.3 Writing just five days after WHO’s declaration of the coronavirus as a pandemic, 

Chatham House questioned the ability for global economic and political co-operation 

in “today’s more confrontational, protectionist and nativist political environment.”xlvi 

Chatham House believes there is an urgent need for “a clear, coordinated and public 

statement from the leaders of the world’s major countries” to affirm a number of 

positions, including: the strongest possible support for the WHO, a commitment to 

transparency about COVID-19 progress and threats, avoidance of protectionist 

policies and a commitment “not to forget the poor and vulnerable in society.” However, 

their call for a statement from the UN Security Council as a means of redressing 

“disjointed” responses does not appear to have been heard to date.  

6.4 Paul et al provide a reminder that global health communities and governments have 

known for some time that a pandemic such as COVID-19 was very likely and yet 

global health policy has been “woefully unprepared nor fit-for-purpose.” The 

fragmentation of health governance across the WHO, World Bank, Gates Foundation, 

US Agency for International Development to name a few have resulted in a 

“reactionary” approach to global health policy. A paradigm shift is now needed.xlvii 

6.5 While the large supranational organisations do not seem to have come together 

during the pandemic, it is interesting to note that new collaborations of individual 

nations appear to be emerging at Prime Ministerial level. For example, as a result of a 

video conference on 9 March 2020, convened by Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu,xlviii 

seven countries convened to discuss cooperation over testing, supply chains and the 

sharing of good practice. During the week following this conference, Austria, Cyprus 

and Italy imposed restrictions on movement. There have been a further three of these 

conferences with New Zealand, Australia, Norway and Denmark joining the latest call. 

Although the UK has been notable for its absence in any of the conferences, the 

willingness of national leaders to learn from each other may mitigate some of the 

presently missing institutional leadership.  

7. Conclusions 

7.1 We face a watershed today. We need to build on what we have but which has been 

vandalised after ten years of austerity that, as the virus has proved, have failed to 

protect our most vulnerable communities. However, despite the appalling toll of 

COVID-19 in deaths and suffering, there are emerging lessons for public health. 

Lockdown has shown that it is possible for public health messages such as hand-

washing to become instantly acceptable practices. It has also shown that it is possible 

The pandemic has demonstrated our fragility. We are in an unprecedented human 

crisis, because of a microscopic virus. We need to respond with unity and solidarity 

Antonio Guterres UN Secretary-General 

https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/pressrelease_hle_ffd_vfinal.pdf
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to make drastic changes to the way we live – virtual meetings are now so 

commonplace, for example, that they may well become a permanent feature in place 

of quite so much work-based travel. Although many of the technologies in use have 

been around for some time, COVID-19 has achieved in a few weeks what would have 

taken years in terms of changing behaviour. 

7.2 We have a small window of opportunity to create a “what if” view of what the public’s 

health and wellbeing could and should look like post-COVID-19. If we are to take 

advantage of the opportunity for change that has presented itself, we need to attend to 

the actions that government can take to make long-term policies work. The Institute 

for Government has described three phases in the policy cycle: 

• A period of rising salience during which an issue becomes politicised, gaining 

ministers’ attention. 

• A building blocks phase during which politicians and officials put in place the 

policies to resolve the problem. 

• A period of embedding to ensure that the policies implemented to tackle the 

problem to deliver even when political interest may diminish or be on the wane.xlix  

7.4  What happens, or does not happen, in each of these phases will determine whether a 

policy survives and succeeds or fails in the long term. As we have sought to show in 

this briefing, while we know what the problems are arising from COVID-19 and what 

policies might be put in place to tackle them, the political motivation and opportunity to 

shape and implement new policies remains the most critical factor. It is also the one 

over which the greatest risk and uncertainty lie if the ‘window of opportunity’ is not to 

be lost. 

As Churchill said: “The era of procrastination, of half-measures, of soothing and 

baffling expedients, of delays, is coming to a close. In its place we are entering a 

period of consequences.” Investing in the health of our population is a responsibility 

we can no longer evade. In a lecture in the USA in 2009, historian Tony Judt said, that 

in an age of uncertainty: “We have no idea what sort of world our children will inherit, 

but we can no longer delude ourselves into supposing that it must resemble our own 

in reassuring ways.”l Now is the time to ensure that we and our future generations 

start shaping that world and create a healthier tomorrow. 

  
The world post-Covid-19 is likely to see many existing inequalities magnified. It may also see 

long-held assumptions about the security and value of private wealth challenged. It should 

lead us to reassess the value of mutual insurance, an effective welfare system and collective 

economic security. Paul Johnson, Director Institute for Fiscal Studies 

https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14821
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