
Swiss lead way with crisis 
loans to small businesses 
 
It took Matthias Knauer only a 
minute complete and scan the 
single-page form for a liquidity 
lifeline from the Swiss 
government. About 30 minutes 
after sending it, the money was in 
his company’s account. 
 
Switzerland unveiled its 20 billion 
Swiss Francs (RM87.2 billion) 
package of emergency loans to 
support small businesses on 
March 25. In its first week of 
operating, it disbursed more than 
SF15 billion RM65.4 billion) to 
76,034 businesses. On April 3, 
Bern announced it would double 
the facility to SF40 billion 
(RM174.3 billion). 
 
The Swiss scheme has two 
elements. Under the first, 
businesses can apply for an 
immediate loan, worth up to 10% 
of their annual revenue, capped at 
SF500,000 (RM2.18 million). It is 
interest free and provided by 
Swiss banks but underwritten 
with a full guarantee by the Swiss 
government. A simple declaration 
is all that is needed.  
 
The second facility lends up to 
SF20 million (RM87.1 million), but 
85% guaranteed by Bern charged 
at 0.5% interest. The bank 
assumes risk of 15%.   
Because it is run through the 
existing banking network and its 
customer relationships, the 
authorities were able to roll out 
the scheme almost overnight. 
 
Financial Times, 5 April 2020 
 
Full report: 
https://www.ft.com/content/9ab135d3-f85e-
4ca8-9bb4-0e487e134b10 

 

 

 

 

Countries follow consumers 
in stockpiling food 
The widespread stockpiling in cities from the 
Maghreb to Manila by consumers looking to ride out 
the coronavirus pandemic has driven up grain prices, 
pushing food security up the agenda both for food-
exporting countries and the nations that rely on them. 

Countries like Algeria, Morocco and the Philippines 
have stepped up efforts to top up their grain reserves 
as big producers including top wheat producer 
Russia and the world’s third-largest rice exporter 
Vietnam imposed restrictions on overseas 
sales. Large importers have also been spooked by 
logistical bottlenecks including a lack of truck and 
train drivers and port staff in France, another leading 
wheat exporter. 

In Egypt, the world’s largest grain buyer, President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi ordered an increase in the 
country’s strategic reserves of staple goods, while in 
the Philippines, which relies on Vietnam as its largest 
rice supplier, Cabinet Secretary Karlo Nograles said 
the government planned to import rice to shore up 
supplies. 

Although other commodity markets have plunged in 
recent weeks, stockpiling has supported grain prices. 
Wheat traded on the futures market in Chicago has 
risen by 10% since mid-March, reaching US$5.50 
(RM24) a bushel, while physical prices for French 
wheat have increased by 11%. Benchmark 
Vietnamese rice prices rallied 14% to US$410 
(RM1,787) a tonne since the start of 2020. 

This has brought back memories of past political 
instability driven by food price rises. In 2007-2008 
severe droughts around the world drove prices up, 
leading to food riots in African countries. At the time, 
some countries imposed export restrictions which 

(Continue on Page 2) 
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also pushed up market 
prices of staple goods. A 
wheat export ban by Russia 
in 2010 also led to a surge 
in food prices in the Middle 
East, contributing to the 
political unrest of the Arab 
Spring. 

The key difference is that 
now most producers have 
had good grain harvests 
and supplies remain 
plentiful. Global wheat 
inventories for 2019-2020 
are expected to be 277 
million tonnes, slightly 
higher than the year before 
and 3% above the five-year 
average, according to the 
UN Food and Agriculture 
Organisation (FAO). World 
rice stocks are close to last 
year’s record high, enough 
to cover four months’ worth 
of demand. Despite this, 
export restrictions, prices 
increases and a rush to 
stockpile could still have a 
negative effect, analysts 
warn. 

“We could create a crisis 
when there actually isn’t a 
crisis,” said Joe Glauber, 
senior research fellow at 
think-tank the International 
Food Policy Research 
Institute and former chief 
economist at the US 
Department of Agriculture. 

In Vietnam, rice industry analysts said the government’s decision to restrict new export 
contracts was a precautionary measure in the wake of panic buying by local consumers. 
Professor Vo Tong Xuan, one of Vietnam’s leading rice experts, said Hanoi’s decision to 
restrict exports meant the country’s rice growers were missing out on the opportunity to sell 
at a higher price before prices fall back. 

That leaves economists warning of the potential negative consequences of any further 
tightening in international trade. “Export restrictions in our perception is a mistake. It will only 
exacerbate the situation,” said Maximo Torero, chief economist at the UN FAO. “At this point 
countries should be very careful to assess the situation and keep trade flowing.”  
(Report by Emiko Terazono, Heba Saleh and John Reed) 

Financial Times, 5 April 2020 
 
Full report: https://www.ft.com/content/5c8cbc60-aec0-4f3d-b0e2-a5e44f0c6f74 
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US: Address Impact of Covid-
19 on Poor 
The COVID-19 outbreak in the United States has put a 
spotlight on economic inequalities and a fragile social 
safety net that leaves vulnerable communities to bear 
the economic brunt of the crisis, Human Rights Watch 
said. American policymakers will need to consider 
these underlying inequalities in responding urgently to 
the mounting challenges of the pandemic. 

While the virus infects people regardless of wealth, the 
poor are most affected due to longstanding 
segregation by income and race, reduced 
economic mobility, and the high cost of medical 
care. Low-income communities are more likely to be 
exposed to the virus, have higher mortality rates, and 
suffer economically. In times of economic crisis, these 
vulnerabilities will be more pronounced for marginal 
groups. 

Low-income jobs in fields like retail, hospitality, 
childcare, and the gig economy cannot be performed 
remotely, and in the US, the majority do not offer paid 
sick leave or health insurance. Low income is 
associated with higher rates of chronic health such as 
diabetes and heart disease, factors that increase 
vulnerability to Covid-19. Most people living in poverty 
have no savings to weather a lack of income, and even 
stocking up on food can represent an impossible 
financial hurdle. 

Therefore, the poor face a higher risk of contracting 
and subsequently spreading the virus. Under 
international human rights law, the government has an 
obligation to protect people’s right to an adequate 
standard of living, which includes ensuring adequate 
food and nutrition, the highest attainable standard of 
health, and social security. 

The Families First Coronavirus Response Act passed 
by the US House of Representatives and Senate, is to 
address the effects of the coronavirus and provide a 
safety net for families and workers whose livelihoods 
are affected. However, the legislation guarantees sick 
leave to only 20% of private-sector workers, because 
companies with over 500 employees are exempted, 
and those with fewer than 50 employees can apply for 
exemption. Many workers at restaurant chains, retail 
and supermarkets, who fall in these categories and 
often have low-wage positions thus remain unprotected. 
Large bailouts to the airline, hotel, and oil industries are 
expensive, with little or no direct benefit for most 
working people.  

While immediate income support is important, long-
term and targeted support will be needed, Human 
Rights Watch said. If the crisis prevails for several 
(Continue on Page 4)  

Covid-19 — Navigating 
the Uncharted  
 
The latest threat to global 
health is the Coronavirus 
Disease 2019 (Covid-19). Covid-
19 was recognised in December 
2019. It was caused by a novel 
coronavirus that is structurally 
related to the severe acute 
respiratory syndrome (SARS).  
 
The currently reported fatality 
rate is approximately 2%. 
Actually, the mortality among 
patients with laboratory-
confirmed Covid-19 was 1.4% 
but even these patients had a 
wide spectrum of disease 
severity. Assuming the number 
of asymptomatic or minimally 
symptomatic cases is several 
times as high, the case fatality 
rate may be less than 1%. This 
suggests the overall clinical 
consequences of Covid-19 may 
ultimately be more akin to 
severe seasonal influenza 
(which has a case fatality rate of 
about 0.1%) or a pandemic 
influenza (similar to 1957 and 
1968) rather than similarity to 
SARS or Middle East respiratory 
syndrome (MERS) which have 
had fatality rates of 9 to 10% 
and 36%, respectively. 
 
The efficiency of transmission 
for any respiratory virus has 
important implications for 
containment and mitigation 
strategies. The current study 
indicates an estimated basic 
reproduction number (R0) of 
2.2, which means each infected 
person spreads the infection to 
two persons. Until this number 
falls below 1.0, the outbreak 
will continue to spread.  
 
A shift from containment to 
mitigation strategies such as 
social distancing is needed in 
order to reduce transmission. 
Such strategies include home 
isolation, school closures and 
telecommuting. Given the mean 
interval of 9.1 to 12.5 days 
between the onset of illness 
and hospitalisation, the 
pathogen provides a window of 
opportunity for intervention. 
 
March 26, 2020, New England 
Journal of Medicine 
 
Full report: 
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJ
Me2002387 
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UN launches Covid-19 plan that could defeat the 
virus and build a better world 
“The new coronavirus disease is attacking societies at their core, claiming lives and people’s 
livelihoods”, said Secretary-General António Guterres, pointing out that the potential longer-
term effects on the global economy and individual countries are “dire”. The latest UN report, 
Shared responsibility, global solidarity: Responding to the socio-economic impacts of Covid-
19, describes the speed and scale of the outbreak, the severity of cases, and the societal 
and economic disruption of the coronavirus. 

“This human crisis demands coordinated, decisive, inclusive and innovative policy action 
from the world’s leading economies – and maximum financial and technical support for 
the poorest and most vulnerable people and countries,” said Guterres, underscoring that 
developed countries must assist those less developed, or potentially “face the nightmare of 
the disease re-emerging where it was previously suppressed”. “Let us remember that we 
are only as strong as the weakest health system in our interconnected world”, he said. 

Measures to cope with coronavirus impacts 

 Global actions must include a stimulus package of double-digit percentage points of 
the world’s GDP, with explicit actions to boost economies of developing countries.   

 Regional mobilisation must examine impacts, monetary coordination, fiscal and 
social measures, while engaging with private financial sector to support businesses 
and addressing structural challenges. 

 National solidarity needs to prioritise social cohesion and provide fiscal stimulus for 
the most vulnerable along with support to small- and medium-sized enterprises, 
decent work and education. 

According to the UN agencies: 

 International Labour Organisation (ILO) estimates five to 25 million jobs will be 
eradicated, and the world will lose US$860 billion (RM3.75 trillion) to US$3.4 
trillion (RM14.8 trillion) in labour income.  

 UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) projected a 30% to 40% 
downward pressure on global foreign direct investment flows. 

 International Telecommunication Union (ITU) anticipated that 3.6 billion people will 
be offline, and, 

 UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) forecast that 1.5 
billion students out of school. 

UN News 31 March 2020 

Full report: https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/03/19/us-address-impact-covid-19-poor 

 

From page 3 

months, one-time income support will not prevent families from facing foreclosure or eviction. 
Government cheques also won’t reach the eight million unauthorised workers in the 
US, who generally earn low wages in restaurants, hotels, and on farms. 

The government should consider a response that would support all low-income workers and 
people who have lost wages. Direct payments should be accompanied with assurances that 
people can get child benefits and disability and social security benefits in the event of 
unemployment, sickness, or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond their control. 

Human Rights Watch, 19 March 2020 

Full report: https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/03/19/us-address-impact-covid-19-poor  
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Human impact of COVID-19 and how business 
can help 

 

In recent weeks, we have seen the significant economic impact of Covid-19 on financial 
markets and vulnerable industries such as manufacturing, tourism, hospitality and travel. 
Behind these statistics lie the human costs of the pandemic, from the deaths of friends and 
family to the physical effects of infection and the mental trauma and fear faced by almost 
everyone. Not knowing how this pandemic will play out affects our economic, physical and 
mental well-being against a backdrop of a world that, for many, is increasingly anxious, 
unhappy and lonely.  

Essential actions from the business community  

Health measures must be the first priority for governments, business and society. It is vital 
for businesses to show solidarity and work together to protect staff, local communities and 
customers, as well as keep supply chains, manufacturing and logistics working. Some 
companies are helping schoolchildren from vulnerable families to get school meals. 

There is a need for the business community to move from general support to specific 
actions and focus on countries’ access to critical supplies, including a “Community 
Package of Critical Items” (a list of 46 items that all countries need). These items fall into 
four categories:  

 Hygiene: Chlorine, HTH 70%, alcohol based hand rub, liquid soap; 
 Diagnostics: Lab screening tests, lab confirmation tests, enzymes, RNA extraction 

kits; 
 PPE: Gowns, scrubs, aprons, sterile gloves, protective goggles, face shields, masks 

(N95 or FFP2); 
 Case management equipment: Oxygen concentrators, oxygen delivery systems, 

mechanical ventilators. 

The call for action is for more money, to work with manufacturers to create capacity and to 
organise purchasing so there is guaranteed access, especially for poorer countries with less 
resilient public health systems. The concept is to create a global security stockpile of 
supplies and equipment, an effort that needs: 

 Emergency financing; 
 Access to and increases in manufacturing capacity; 
 Access to national and supplier stockpiles; 
 Warehouses and distribution capacity. 

World Economic Forum, 27 March 2020 

Full report: https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/03/this-is-the-human-impact-of-covid-19-and-how-business-can-help/ 
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Asia the perfect place for growth of Social 
enterprises amid Covid-19 
Recently, the Hong Kong General Chamber of Social Enterprises released a survey 
underlining the plight of the city’s social enterprises as they struggle with the coronavirus 
epidemic. Conducted in late February, the study revealed that the average turnover of most 
of the 214 companies surveyed more than halved in January and February compared with 
the same period last year. Nearly 20% had no revenue at all. It has called for a government 
handout of HK$80,000 (RM44,970) to each of the approximately 500 social enterprises to 
help mitigate the impact from the fall in revenues brought on by the Covid-19 crisis.  

What are social enterprises and why do they matter? Social enterprise is an organisation 
that follows business principles to meet a social or environmental need through a product, 
service, process or distribution of profit. They endeavour to tackle social needs efficiently 
and sustainably through market-based models and are at the forefront of social innovation. 
They contribute to the growth of local economies, serve the underserved, employ the 
disadvantaged, and fill gaps in public services. 

Today, Asia is at a crossroads. It has one-third of the world’s wealth, and two-thirds of the 
world’s poor. Asia is particularly vulnerable to the threat of climate change: 80% of those 
dislocated by weather disasters in the past decade were Asian. More than 350 million Asians 
lack access to electricity and 81 million remain unemployed.  

Governments in Hong Kong, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, Pakistan and Thailand spend US$1 
billion (RM4.36 billion) annually in direct support for social enterprises (US$100 million or 
RM436 million), or indirectly by supporting start-ups, and small and medium-sized 
enterprises more broadly (US$900 million or RM3.92 billion). There are different reasons for 
their interest. South Korea and Pakistan focus on youth unemployment. Hong Kong seeks to 
engender social inclusion and address poverty while Japan targets regional revitalisation, 
the elderly and childcare. The six have 1.2 million social enterprises between them, while 
China and India adds an estimated 3.5 million to the total. 

In Hong Kong, social enterprises address needs in education, training, health care, biotech, 
pharmaceuticals and information technology. The time for investing in their success is now, 
writes Mehvesh Mumtaz Ahmed, of  the Centre for Asian Philanthropy and Society. 

South China Morning Post, 19 March 2020 

Full report: https://www.scmp.com/comment/opinion/article/3075733/social-enterprises-are-needed-more-ever-amid-covid-19-and-asia 

 

  

 
EU plants seeds for smart agriculture revolution 

A robot that knows when a strawberry is ripe and can pick it without bruising, or a drone that 
can shoot asparagus seeds into the soil at exactly the right depth. Think also of irrigation 
systems that know precisely how much water is needed in each cubic metre of field. 

There are hundreds of exciting trends and breakthroughs in precision agriculture, and they 
look set to revolutionise. It can’t come soon enough: the sector is struggling to recruit people 
and is already hard-pressed in keeping up with the steeply climbing global demands for food 
supplies, and the equally steeply climbing demands to safeguard the planet. 

The European Union has put smart agriculture at the heart of its €365 billion (RM1.72 trillion) 
Common Agricultural Policy from 2020 as it seeks to stem an outflow of workers from the 
land and to cut the impact of farming on the environment. 

Mishcon de Reya International, 1 March 2020 

Full report: https://europe.mishcon.com/eu-plants-seeds-for-smart-agriculture-
revolution/?utm_source=FT&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=SM1 
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The Side Effects of Social 
Distancing 
In just a few weeks, the Covid-19 has undone a 
century’s worth of our economic and social habits. 
What consequences will this have on our future — 
and is there a silver lining in this very black pandemic 
cloud? 

The US has recently assumed what is essentially a 
wartime footing with the primary focus on curtailing 
the spread of the virus and creating capacity to treat 
those who contract it. To accomplish this, 330 million 
Americans must keep to ourselves, a practice known 
as social distancing. Schools and universities have 
been shut down, along with cultural and religious 
institutions, restaurants, and much more. Sports 
events, theaters, conventions, and any other large 
public gatherings have been banned. Many office 
buildings have emptied out, with employees ordered 
to work remotely. Travel, especially on planes and 
trains, is being severely diminished.  

This has resulted in the biggest disruption of daily life 
that humans have ever known, and it will last for 
weeks, perhaps months. What effects, and 
aftereffects, will this lockdown and social distancing 
produce? There will be many consequences, and 
certainly some unintended ones. Would anyone be 
surprised, for instance, to see a baby boom 
starting around nine months from now?  

Entire industries and segments of our society are 
being upended. The economic impact will be massive. 
Obviously, some people stand to be hurt, badly. 
Others are more protected. And some may well 
benefit, including those who can entertain and deliver 
and sell to the millions of people who suddenly have 
few places to go and not much to do. But the overall 
economic impact will be hugely negative, and will 
likely require a massive infusion of government aid – 
everything from industry bailouts to rent and tax relief 
to emergency aid for laid-off workers.  

One positive consequence of Covid-19 can be drawn 
from a productivity study of working from home. 
Centred in Shanghai, an online travel agent called 
CTrip, which is China’s Expedia, allowed its 
employees to work from home. Half of their 1,000 
workers volunteered. The result was: 

 A 13% increase productivity. The reasons 
were that it’s quieter at home, so they could 
concentrate more, and,  

 Work a full shift. They spent less time at lunch, 
arriving late or taking long toilet breaks.  

 
Consequently, employee quit rates halved. Many 
preferred working from home and didn’t want to leave 
their job.  
 
Freakonomics, 18 March 2020 

Full report: https://freakonomics.com/podcast/covid-19-effects/ 

The most addictive thing 
in the world? Other 
people 

“Social distancing” means that 
we’re all supposed to limit our 
interaction with other people as 
much as possible. For most of 
us, this will be incredibly hard.  

Economist Gary Becker made a 
career of studying behaviours 
that most economists didn’t 
think about, including addiction. 
And what did Becker argue is 
the most addictive thing in the 
world? Other people.  

We are, for the most part, social 
animals. What kind of animals 
will we be without the 
socialising? We’re about to find 
out. One of the biggest changes 
right now – one of the biggest 
unplanned experiments of the 
Covid-19 era – has to do with 
remote teaching and learning. 
Schools and universities across 
the US, and elsewhere, have 
been shut down. 

Economists Nicholas Bloom is 
not optimistic that remote 
learning is going to be that 
successful. The reason is the 
personal-trainer effect – giving 
students motivation. By forcing 
people to focus for an hour and 
a half in physical classroom with 
laptops and hand phones 
banned, it produced the biggest 
single improvement in teaching. 
Whereas when its online, it’s so 
easy to get distracted by 
watching football or news or 
watching the stock market. 

For Bloom, the highest value-
added is sitting down with 
individual students and going 
through their research papers. 
This is much more valuable for 
students, actually, than just 
reciting material they could 
learn out of a textbook. 

March 26, 2020, New England 
Journal of Medicine 
 
Full report: 
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJ
Me2002387 
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Coronavirus will also cause a loneliness epidemic 
Make no mistake: The rapid implementation of social 
distancing is necessary to flatten the coronavirus curve 
and prevent the current pandemic from worsening. But 
just as the coronavirus fallout threatens to cause an 
economic recession, its will cause a “social 
recession”: a collapse in social contact that is 
particularly hard on the populations most vulnerable to 
isolation and loneliness – older adults and people with 
disabilities or preexisting health conditions. 

The world has entered a new period of social pain. “There’s going to be a level of social 
suffering related to isolation and the cost of social distancing that very few people are 
discussing yet,” says Eric Klinenberg, a New York University sociologist who has studied the 
way social isolation leaves older Americans vulnerable in emergencies. 

In the US, Washington is deep in a debate over payroll tax cuts, industry bailouts, and paid 
sick leave. But there are fewer policy tools to fight a social recession. What all the 
experts agreed on was this: Just as it’s incumbent on those east affected by Covid-19 to 
take precautions to limit its spread, it’s also important to limit its social damage. “The brunt of 
Covid-19 will be borne by the poor, elderly, and sick,” says former US Surgeon General 
Vivek Murthy, “and it is up to us to ensure they are not left behind.” 

A US National Academies of Sciences report on the health consequences of social isolation 
and loneliness in older adults, researchers found that even before the Covid-19, 25% of 
older adults fit the definition of socially isolated which measures routine social contact, and 
43% said they felt lonely. One can be socially isolated without reporting feelings of loneliness, 
and likewise can be lonely without being socially isolated. But both conditions seem to inflict 
harm on physical and mental health.  

“Social isolation has been associated with a significantly increased risk of premature 
mortality from all causes,” the report found, including: 

 50% increased risk of developing dementia, 
 29% increased risk of incident coronary heart disease 
 25% increased risk for cancer mortality 
 59% increased risk of functional decline, and, 
 32% increased risk of stroke. 

Researchers reviewed dozens of studies and found a consistent relationship between social 
isolation and depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation. But there are ways to mitigate it: A 
walk outside or even a picnic is safer, from a public health perspective, than a dinner in a 
crowded restaurant. This is however not possible in crowded neighborhoods where being 
outdoors feels more stressful as one is likely to get coughed on. 

Just as businesses have moved to remote work and teleconferencing to balance social 
distancing and the need for continued collaboration, expert emphasized the promise of 
virtual options to ease isolation by ramping up our virtual communication and ensure we are 
not losing touch with friends and family. Video conferences and phone calls are “more rich 
than texting or emailing alone.” 

Nevertheless, the hardest hit will be those without robust networks of family and friends. 
“When we rely on our personal networks, the most isolated and disadvantaged people will 
be excluded,” Klinenberg says. “As they are not in our networks, they are the least likely to 
get assistance. This is an area where government can help by funding and supercharging 
community organisations.” 

Vox, 12 March 2020 

Full report, click https://www.vox.com/2020/3/12/21173938/coronavirus-covid-19-social-distancing-elderly-epidemic-isolation-
quarantine 
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Why social 
distancing in India 
is a big worry for 
senior citizens  
 
A survey by HelpAge 
India estimates that 10-
20% of senior citizens in 
India are suffering from 
loneliness, a condition 
likely to be exacerbated 
by the current curbs on 
movement and contact 
due to the pandemic. 
“About half of them, 
around 53 million, are 
very poor,” says 
Mathew Cherian, CEO of 
non-profit entity 
HelpAge India.  
 
To help such people, 
Finance Minister 
Nirmala Sitharaman on 
March 26 announced an 
ex-gratia of 1,000 
rupees (RM57) for three 
months to 30 million 
widows and senior 
citizens, as part of a 1.7 
trillion rupees (RM97 
billion) relief package.  
 
However, money is not 
the only concern for 
India’s elderly. Due to 
the lack of job 
opportunities in villages, 
many youth would have 
migrated to cities 
leaving the seniors to 
fend for themselves.  
 
NGOs have suggested 
that the Indian 
government step in to 
ensure basic necessities 
like food and medicine 
directly reach the 
houses of the elderly. 
For example, the local 
police could be directed 
to take responsibility for 
the health and welfare 
of the senior citizens in 
their jurisdiction.  
Economic Times, 29 
March 2020 
 
Full report: 
https://economictimes.indiatime
s.com/news/politics-and-
nation/covid-19-why-social-
distancing-is-a-big-worry-for-
senior-
citizens/articleshow/74866566.c
ms?utm_source=contentofintere
st&utm_medium=text&utm_cam
paign=cppst 

 

Why inequality could spread 
COVID-19 
Pandemics rarely affect all people in a uniform way. The 
Black Death in the 14th century reduced the global 
population by a third, with the highest deaths among the poor. 
Densely populated with malnourished and overworked 
peasants, medieval Europe was a fertile breeding ground for 
the bubonic plague. Seven centuries on – with a global gross 
domestic product of almost US$100 trillion – is our world 
adequately resourced to prevent another pandemic? Current 
evidence from the Covid-19 pandemic would suggest 
otherwise. 

Estimates indicate that Covid-19 could cost the world more 
than US$10 trillion (RM43.6 trillion), although considerable 
uncertainty exists with regard to the reach of the virus and 
the efficacy of the policy response. For each percentage 
point reduction in the global economy, over 10 million 
people are plunged into poverty worldwide. Considering 
that the poorest populations are likely to face chronic 
conditions, this puts them at higher risk of Covid-19 mortality. 
Since the pandemic has perpetuated an economic crisis, 
unemployment rates will rise substantially and weakened 
welfare safety nets further threaten health and social 
insecurity. 

In recent pandemics, such as the Middle East Respiratory 
Syndrome (MERS), doctors were vectors of disease 
transmission due to inadequate testing and personal 
protective equipment. History seems to be repeating itself, 
with clinicians comprising more than a tenth of all Covid-19 
cases in Spain and Italy. With a projected global shortage 
of 15 million health-care workers by 2030, governments 
have left essential personnel exposed in this time of 
need. 

Poor populations lacking access to health services in normal 
circumstances are left most vulnerable during times of crisis. 
Misinformation and miscommunication disproportionally 
affect individuals with less access to information channels, 
who are thus more likely to ignore government health 
warnings. With the introduction of physical distancing 
measures, household internet coverage should be made 
ubiquitous. 

The inequitable response to Covid-19 is already evident. 
Healthy life expectancy and mortality rates have historically 
been markedly disproportionate between the richest and 
poorest populations. As the global economy plunges deeper 
into an economic crisis and government bailout programmes 
continue to prioritise industry, scarce resources and 
funding allocation decisions must aim to reduce 
inequities rather than exacerbate them. 

The Lancet, 2 April 2020 

Full report, click https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-
2667(20)30085-2/fulltext 
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To Beat the Global 
Pandemic, 
Empower Local 
Leaders in WWC 
 
Against the Covid-19 
pandemic, mayors are 
the front-line leaders 
and battalion 
commanders in a war 
that Tom Frieden, the 
physician who led the 
Centres for Disease 
Control and Prevention 
throughout the Obama 
administration after 
serving as New York City 
Health Commissioner, 
called “World War C”. 
 
Mayors see the action 
up close. They are at the 
point of contact with 
the enemy and must 
assess their troops’ 
strengths and 
vulnerabilities. They 
recognise where 
resources are thin and 
where casualties are 
concentrated. They 
have access to first hand 
intelligence in real time, 
which they must use to 
make on-the-spot 
decisions to advance or 
retreat. Over the past 
week, mayors across the 
US have helped State 
governors understand 
that ignoring their field 
commanders is a 
dangerous mistake. 
 
Clear communication is 
critical in a crisis; 
confusion can be 
deadly. Cities have a lot 
to learn from one 
another, and opening up 
new lines of 
communication helps 
spread effective policies 
and practices. “The 
greatest resource has 
been other local 
governments that are in 
the same spot,” Tulsa 
Mayor G.T. Bynum said. 
 
Bloomberg, 5 April 2020 
 
Full report: 
https://www.bloomberg.com/opi
nion/articles/2020-04-05/to-
beat-the-global-pandemic-
empower-local-
leaders?srnd=premium-
asia&sref=5FDdIvTK 
 

We need better social 
protection to safeguard the 
poor from Covid-19 
Millions of families who were already poor and vulnerable 
before the Covid-19 outbreak face impossible decisions 
about food, healthcare, and survival. We have a 
responsibility to act immediately and protect those most in 
need. 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) has urged all 
countries to test all suspected cases, but many low-
income nations have inadequate health systems to 
effectively diagnose the virus. 

Shocks hit poor and vulnerable groups the hardest and 
they often take the longest to recover. To protect them 
effectively, governments can expand social protection, and 
especially social assistance, to provide vital support and 
strengthen resilience. 

According to Asian Development Bank (ADB) estimates, 
the global impact of Covid-19 will range from US$77 billion 
(RM356 billion) to US$347 billion (RM1.5 trillion) in lost 
output (or 0.1% to 0.4% of global GDP), with some 
countries experiencing larger losses. 

Governments must radically expand social protection to 
cushion the shocks and combat existing and new poverty. 
Here are three ways: 

1. Strengthen social assistance. Expanding cash 
assistance can support poor and vulnerable 
households during a crisis. 

2. Provide social insurance. Unemployment 
insurance should be temporarily expanded by 
extending its duration, increasing benefits, or 
relaxing eligibility. 

3. Upgrade labour market policies and 
programmes. Given the inevitable impact on 
workers in terms of temporary or permanent layoffs, 
governments need to think about ways to support 
workers in the short and medium term, including 
through job facilitation, training, and other 
interventions during and after the crisis. Although 
Europe’s social policies and protection are often 
seen as too generous, they are shielding workers 
from some major disruptions caused by the virus. 

Millions of families who were already poor and vulnerable 
before this began will be facing impossible decisions about 
food, healthcare, and survival. More than ever, we have a 
responsibility to act immediately and protect those most in 
need, writes Amir Jilani, the Social Economist at ADB. 

Asian Development Blog, March 2020 

Full report: https://blogs.adb.org/blog/we-need-better-social-protection-safeguard-
poor-covid-19 
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When and how does the Covid-19 pandemic end? 
There’s a consensus that the Covid-19 
pandemic will only end with the 
establishment of so-called herd immunity. 
That occurs when enough people in a 
community are protected from a pathogen 
that it can’t take hold and dies out.  

There are two paths to that outcome. One is 
immunisation. Researchers would have to 
develop a vaccine that proves safe and 
effective against Covid-19, and health 
authorities would have to get it to a sufficient 
number of people. The second path to herd 
immunity is grimmer: It can also come about 
after a large portion of a community has been infected with a pathogen and develops 
resistance to it that way. 

For many countries, the strategy is to lock down movement to slow the spread, closing 
businesses and schools, banning gatherings and keeping people at home. The idea is to 
prevent a huge burst of infections that overwhelms the medical system, causing excessive 
deaths as care is rationed. “Flattening the curve” staggers cases over a longer period of time 
and buys authorities and health-care providers time to mobilise – to build capacity for testing, 
for tracking down contacts of those who are infected, and for treating the sick, by expanding 
hospital facilities, including ventilators and intensive-care units. 

The public shouldn’t expect life to return to normal quickly. Lifting restrictions too early risks 
inviting a new spike. England’s deputy chief medical officer, Jenny Harries, said lockdown 
measures there need to last two, three or, ideally, up to six months. Annelies Wilder-Smith, a 
professor of emerging infectious diseases at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical 
Medicine, proposes restrictions until daily cases drop consistently over at least two weeks. 

US health specialists calls for an intermediate stage in which schools and businesses would 
reopen but gatherings would still be limited. People would continue to maintain social  
distancing, and those at high risk would be advised to limit their time in public. If cases begin 
to rise again, restrictions would be tightened. Researchers at Imperial College suggest that 
for at least two-thirds of the time until herd immunity is established, all households would 
need to reduce contact with schools, workplaces or the public by 75%. At the heart of the 
plan is widespread testing: at least 750,000 tests per week. 

Vaccine development normally is a long and complex process that includes years of testing 
to ensure shots are safe and effective. In the Covid-19 fight, some of the players aim to 
deliver a vaccine in 12 to 18 months, an extraordinarily ambitious goal. 

To establish herd immunity, the portion of a population that has to be exposed to the virus is 
also unknown. For example, it was 75% for diphtheria and 91% for measles. Patrick 
Vallance, the UK government’s chief scientific adviser, estimated the figure at 60% in 
February. How long it would take to reach the necessary threshold would depend on 
measures governments impose in response to the pandemic. Without tight restrictions, it 
would be faster yet come at a steep cost in illness and deaths. 

If we are lucky, the virus could fade with the onset of summer in the northern hemisphere, 
where most cases are, just like outbreaks of influenza subside with seasonal changes. But it 
remains unknown whether warmer weather will play a role. Even if the outbreak wanes, it 
could return in the fall. Some are pinning their hopes on an ultra-effective therapy or a cure. 

Bloomberg, 4 April 2020 

Full report: https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-04-03/when-and-how-does-the-coronavirus-pandemic-end-
quicktake?sref=5FDdIvTK 
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BRIEFLY 

Covid-19 Pandemic Will 
Forever Alter the World Order 
 
No country, not even the United States, 
can in a purely national effort overcome 
the Covid-19 virus. Addressing the 
necessities must ultimately be coupled 
with a global collaborative vision and 
programme. If we cannot do this, we will 
face the worst, writes Henry Kissinger. 
 
The US is obliged to undertake major 
effort in three domains. First, shore up 
global resilience to infectious disease. 
Triumphs of medical science like the 
polio vaccine and the eradication of 
smallpox, or the emerging statistical-
technical marvel of medical diagnosis 
through artificial intelligence, have lulled 
us into a dangerous complacency. We 
need to develop new techniques and 
technologies for infection control and 
commensurate vaccines across large 
populations. Cities, states and regions 
must consistently prepare to protect 
their people from pandemics through 
stockpiling, cooperative planning and 
exploration at the frontiers of science. 
 
Second, strive to heal the wounds to the 
world economy. Global leaders have 
learned from the 2008 financial crisis. 
The current economic crisis is more 
complex: The contraction unleashed by 
Covid-19 is, in its speed and global scale, 
unlike anything ever known in history. 
And necessary public-health measures 
such as social distancing and closing 
schools and businesses are contributing 
to the economic pain. Programmes 
should also seek to ameliorate the 
effects of impending chaos on the 
world’s most vulnerable populations. 
 
Third, safeguard the principles of the 
liberal world order. The founding legend 
of modern government is a walled city 
protected by powerful rulers, strong 
enough to protect against an external 
enemy. Enlightenment thinkers reset 
this concept, arguing that the purpose of 
the legitimate state is to provide for the 
fundamental needs of the people: 
security, order, economic well-being, 
and justice. Individuals cannot secure 
these things on their own. The pandemic 
has prompted a revival of the walled city 
in an age when prosperity depends on 
global trade and movement of people. 
 
Bloomberg, 3 April 2020 
 
Full report, click 
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-04-
05/to-beat-the-global-pandemic-empower-local-
leaders?srnd=premium-asia&sref=5FDdIvTK 
 

With millions stuck at home, 
the online wellness industry is 
booming 
 
As lockdowns force the world to stay at 
home indefinitely, many are turning to 
their screens to stay sane. Meditation 
apps, digital fitness classes and online 
cookery courses are booming.  
 
Zoom, a videoconferencing service now 
worth around US$40 billion (US$174.3 
billion) through which many such classes 
are broadcast, has become one of the 
most important “social wellness” 
companies, reckons Beth McGroarty of 
the Global Wellness Institute, a research 
group. People stuck inside their homes 
are desperate for company. 
 
On YouTube average daily views of 
videos including “with me” in the title – 
convivial baking, studying and 
decluttering are all available – have 
increased by 600% since March 15th 
compared with the rest of the year. Last 
week dj d-Nice, an American disc jockey, 
drew over 100,000 virtual partygoers to 
his “Club Quarantine” on Instagram Live. 
 
The popularity of live group activities 
challenges the idea that you have to be 
physically present to be together. People 
who work out in groups are more 
committed and get more health benefits 
than those doing so alone. It is also 
showing just how much can be 
“experienced” from the comfort of the 
couch, raising the bar for experiences 
such as concerts and classes in the post-
covid world. 
 
Economist, 4 April 2020 
 
Full report:  
https://www.economist.com/international/2020/04/04
/with-millions-stuck-at-home-the-online-wellness-
industry-is-booming 
 

 


