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FOREWORD

Some of the chapters in this volume were selected from an international meeting
I organised in January 2023, named Disaster Management: Global Pandemic and
Its Impact in the State University of New York at Binghamton, NY, USA.

The subject matter of the conference was COVID-19 and public policy. The
chapters in this volume are of good quality and highly relevant. The presenters
were international scholars from different countries. The pandemic of COVID-
19 was the deadliest of the disasters of all time. It was not confined to a specific
location but spread worldwide. Millions of people died.

The impact of COVID-19 was on international, national, regional, and
local levels. Unfortunately, some consider COVID-19 to be an infodemic. The
economies of many countries were devastated, and healthcare systems collapsed
multiple times when they were overwhelmed and under-resourced. Voluminous
work was published regarding the impact of this disaster. The previous volume
Globalisation and COVID-19 published in this book series gave more details about
the impact of the pandemic. International tension brewed, caused by the confu-
sion over the origin of the disease. Another volume is International Migration,
COVID-19, and Environmental Sustainability, published under the same series.

Potential epidemics induced by international migration also lead to conflicts
between different countries. This volume contains articles on public policy miti-
gating the negative impacts of COVID-19 on local, regional, national, and inter-
national levels. The primary instrument of that is the development of vaccines
among other beneficial measures.

Many other policies have also been proposed which could help reduce the
impact of COVID-19. A lockdown policy (Janata Curfew) was imposed in India
for 1.3 billion people for 68 days. Similar policies were instituted in Bangladesh,
Sri Lanka, and other developing countries. Some chapters in this volume pre-
sented extensive discussions regarding the effectiveness of using vaccines.
Extensive mathematical and quantitative methods have been applied in environ-
mental health literature, concerning selecting appropriate policies for reducing
the impact of COVID-19.

Manas Chatterji

Emeritus Professor, Binghamton University, USA; formerly Guest Professor,
Peking University, China; & formerly Honorary Distinguished Professor,
Poznan University, Poland
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SPECIAL GUEST INTRODUCTION:
LESSONS FOR PUBLIC POLICY
FROM THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Olga Shvetsova

Binghamton University, USA

In the early 2020s, as the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded, governments, bureau-
cracies, and health practitioners around the globe faced unforeseen tasks and
responsibilities. The novelty and intensity of the crisis spurred innovation and
experimentation in public policy, health policy, and crisis management. However,
the pandemic also revealed bottlenecks and adverse incentives in policy frame-
work and healthcare systems. From this experience, critical lessons emerged:
The paramount importance of swift and well-informed policy responses and the
ability to optimise policy responses as the crisis unfolds. Authors in this volume
address the hurdles to achieving this ideal, through the study of pandemic crisis
management.

Crises are fast-moving and instantly damaging, which makes the timing of
policy responses crucial. Policy must not only catch up with the crises, but acti-
vate instantly and, if possible, pre-emptively. The pandemic taught us that timely
policy responses, when facing a truly novel crisis, can encounter many structural,
political, and cognitive impediments. Then, as the crisis progresses, the focus
shifts from the speed of response to its optimality—to how adequately and effi-
ciently the adopted policies can mitigate damage. This transition from speeding
the response to optimising policy effectiveness delineates managing an imminent
threat from mitigating the impacts of a disaster. We observed that politics can
significantly constrain and bias both. For example, in the pandemic, we saw, on
the one hand, the below-optimal responses in societies where electoral account-
ability was high and the public was averse to coercive measures, as in a number of
the US states, and, on the other hand, overly stringent and excessively prolonged
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restrictions (e.g., Malaysia), where that might have served to contain political
opposition.

Policy data collected during the pandemic offer insights into how to manage
a novel crisis. With a vast number of national, subnational, and local authori-
ties producing public health and other crisis policies independently and sepa-
rately, the policy community has an unprecedented opportunity for comparative
study. This volume enriches our understanding of the public policy lessons
from the pandemic (Lipscy, 2020; Shvetsova, 2023; Suhomlinova, 2023; van der
Ven & Sun, 2021), as contributors assess and evaluate the diverse experiences of
pandemic crisis response and draw generalisable lessons for better systems design
and mitigation strategies for the future. While deriving general lessons, it is imper-
ative to maintain the awareness of the national and local economic, cultural, and
political context and to be cautious with promises of universal solutions. Both
the adoption of pandemic policies and their effects depended crucially on the
nuanced interplay of the contextual variables.

The first lesson learned is that public policy is paramount. In previous centu-
ries, public policy was the mainstay for dealing with epidemics but became second-
ary to medical interventions in economically and medically advanced societies.
Yet, we have witnessed first-hand how medical, curative approaches had limited
effectiveness in the pandemic’s onset and early phases. Instead, the public health
crisis was primarily managed through public policy, specifically, through Non-
Medical Interventions (NMlIs). NMIs encompass government-mandated restric-
tions or modifications of normal individual behaviours, imposed on individuals
to reduce virus spread by behavioural rather than medical means. These policies, a
classic example of coercion by the state in order to provide a public good,
include lockdowns, masking, business closures, bans on events and gatherings,
and so on. While vaccines (defence by immunity) were in development, govern-
ments defended against the disease with policymaking (Ajana, 2021). During the
COVID-19 pandemic, it took a full year before countries with the best vaccine
access began mass vaccinations. For that entire year, NMIs were the main shield
from the crisis worldwide. Variation in policies arguably accounted for some of
the variation in medical outcomes (Daher-Nashif, 2022; McMann & Tisch, 2021;
Shvetsova et al., 2022; Strand et al., 2022). Even after vaccines, new drugs, and
treatments became available, NMIs remained in use in many jurisdictions.

The second lesson is that institutional preparedness makes a significant differ-
ence. It was shown as a precondition for both the political willingness to adopt
harsh policies and for better material preparedness for a crisis. Various aspects of
a priori institutional preparedness affected pandemic management.

The simplest form of institutional readiness is crisis-specific institutional or
constitutional mechanisms, among which the most basic and direct is a stand-
ardised set of ready-to-deploy protocols for non-specific disease containment,
for example, generic NMI protocols available for early and even precautionary
use even before disease-specific medical knowledge is available. Generic protocols
can accelerate initial crisis response, as waiting for evidence-based recommenda-
tions in a novel, fast-moving crisis could spell a disaster. With COVID-19, it was
apparent that the disease was highly transmissible, and people were unusually
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likely to die from it or develop major debilitating complications (Pueyo, 2020).
However, that was the extent of our knowledge in February—March of 2020, and
many authorities delayed implementing NMIs because they awaited more specific
medical guidance.! Scientific guidance could amend the already deployed stand-
ard protocols when available. The a priori readiness of systems and protocols for
public health crisis management in countries that experienced the SARS epidemic
significantly influenced the efficacy of their initial pandemic response (Feitelson
et al., 2022; Raoofi et al., 2021).

A priori protocols would also help avoid political challenges to policy deci-
sions as well as the delays and speculations that led to the loss of policy legitimacy
during COVID-19 mitigation. Standing protocols can depoliticise and medicalise
NMI policies. Another benefit is that generic protocols must be materially backed
with stockpiled, rotated, and appropriately geographically spread supplies. The
ongoing costs would be exempt from politicised budgetary processes and likely a
fraction of what was spent on emergency production and distribution during the
pandemic.

A more complex form of institutional preparedness is through constitutional
level provisions that reduce the politicisation of emergency management by
specifying the policy actors and accountability mechanisms to be triggered in
a crisis. De-facto, pandemic policies were made disproportionately in the exec-
utive branch and through executive administrative mechanisms. This placed a
high accountability burden on singular elected politicians and fused emergency
management with their electoral incentives. Some found it easier to rise over the
vagaries of the political process than others, and none emerged completely politi-
cally unscathed. The balance across branches of government universally shifted
towards the executive, likely provoking the eventual pushback in political sys-
tems. Institutional assignment of crisis management to less politically vulnerable
actors may improve policy effectiveness and prevent the political and constitu-
tional fallout post-emergency.

An even more advanced way of proofing institutional design for crisis situa-
tions is the complex systems’ method of built-in redundancies and duplication to
minimise the probability of error (Von Neumann, 1956). The bulk of policy liter-
ature and the public at large often view duplication in policy authority as a source
of inefficiency (Brown, 1994; Ting, 2003). Even so, some have described the ben-
efits of authority duplication even in ‘normal’ times (Bendor, 1985; Hollander,
2010; Niskanen, 1971). In a crisis, the complex system logic of Von Neumann
applies: Authority duplication and system redundancies in policy authority
increase system resilience, akin to an alarm going off simultaneously at multiple
firehouses, thus minimising the probability of failure to respond (e.g., Landau,
1969; Miranda & Lerner, 1995; Shvetsova et al., 2020).

In addition, the broad rules of the political game and even the immediate
political context have affected the strategies that governments adopted in a cri-
sis. Excessively competitive environments for executives, such as in presidential
systems, single-party governments, and when elections were imminent, have all
been shown to stunt policy response. Provisions for collaborative policy-making
in crises could resolve this political bottleneck.
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The third lesson relates to the true costs of crisis management. In the pan-
demic, the societal costs incurred from crisis mitigation compounded with the
direct health, medical, and economic costs that were inflicted by the disaster itself.
These included the societal ramifications of the Non-Medical Interventions,
which were disproportionately borne where income, education, and occupational
levels were lower, that is, by the less advanced economies, and by the low-income
and more vulnerable groups in the population of advanced economies.

The societal costs of the COVID-19 crisis were wide-ranging, and its lasting
impact continues to unfold. The crisis as well as the policies used to mitigate it, neg-
atively impacted the population mental health and general well-being. Substance
abuse, domestic violence, decline in educational achievement, decreased labour
force participation, and the erosion of the fabric of civil society are all worth
mentioning (Penna et al., 2023; Yuda & Munir, 2023). The prolonged strain
on healthcare systems and healthcare workers has frayed these critical systems.
Among the economic ripple effects of pandemic policies were inflation, public
debt, disruption of supply chains, unemployment, and failure of businesses, fur-
ther compounding the collateral damage (Moadab et al., 2023; Pangallo et al.,
2023). The reallocation of resources and emergency funding opened avenues for
mismanagement and graft, underscoring the value in a crisis of a priori good
governance and transparency.

The burden of the societal impacts and economic hardship was uneven, with
poorer countries and vulnerable segments in societies experiencing the great-
est suffering (Brysk, 2023; Sheikhattari et al., 2023; Suhomlinova & O’Shea,
2024). Pre-pandemic inequalities were amplified by the crisis and, while that
was to be expected, these inequalities were not sufficiently addressed in the policies
for crisis management.

This volume’s contributions underscore the critical role of agile, equitable,
transparent, and forward-thinking public policy in managing crises. The lessons
from the COVID-19 pandemic can inform the future design of more resilient
crisis management and policymaking systems. The traumatic policy episode of
the pandemic does more than enrich our understanding of crisis management—it
offers rare insights for public policy in the face of unforeseeable adversities.

NOTE

1. For example, until COVID-19’s airborne transmission was established, for several
months, politicians have withheld recommendations on masking and social distancing.
Absence of reliable diagnostic materials meant that, when politicians waited for the over-
whelming evidence that the disease reached their jurisdictions, they lost the opportunity to
contain the virus and went directly into the more costly mitigation mode, etc.
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CHAPTER 1

WHEN MERCANTILISM UPSETS
NEO-CLASSICAL LIBERAL
THINKING: THE PANDEMIC
COVID-19 AS A REVELATION

Eric Brunat® and Jacques Fontanel®

“Université Savoie Mont Blanc, Institut de Recherche en Gestion et Economie - IREGE, France
bUniversité Grenoble-Alpes, CESICE ( Centre d’Etudes sur la Sécurité Internationale et les
Coopérations Européennes)

ABSTRACT

The pandemic shock of COVID-19 had the indirect but powerful consequence
of highlighting the limits of economic globalisation. National security not only
is a military matter but also includes, more than ever, the sectors of health, edu-
cation, industrial risks or the protection and availability of natural resources.
States can no longer forget that products and services essential to human sur-
vival (food, medicines, and civil protection) must always be available within
the country, either in stock or in immediate production capacity. The same
applies to the control of vital technologies (especially digital). The power rela-
tions openly expressed in the military order being extended to the economic
sector, as evidenced by the resurgence of economic sanctions. In the context of
nuclear dissuasion, for the superpowers, it is no longer a question of obtaining
mutual benefits through international exchanges; the will to weaken the power
of the other becomes prevalent. At a time when the acceleration of major or
more minor innovations is transforming the relevant spaces of socioeconomic
regulation, particularly the nation-state, when the masses and financial flows
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are becoming uncontrollable, when the effects of climate change and the finite-
ness of natural resources should force us to reflect on the real sustainability
of the dominant system of accumulation, logically implying determined coop-
eration, institutional innovations and more widely shared collective political
visions, States that lack theoretical and practical tools are tempted to turn in
on themselves. This paradox provides a breeding ground for new populisms and
other forms of nationalism and radicalism.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic; globalisation; Neo-Classical Liberal
thinking; mercantilist thinking; national security; economic sanctions;
economic warfare; populism; nationalism; international cooperation

INTRODUCTION

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the process of economic globalisation
seemed inevitable (Brunat, 2010). Ideological conflicts having ‘disappeared’ with
the end of the Cold War, the American market economy and democracy having
prevailed, the world was to enter a period expurgated of all conflicts. An ‘end
of history’ (Fukuyama, 1992), a unipolar world, harmonious and without mili-
tary conflicts or economic and political rivalries of any kind were programmed.
The ‘peaceful’ free trade advocated in the 18th century by Montesquieu became
the basis of global social life. Neo-classical economists proposed deregulation,
a decompartmentalization of national economies and international finance.
According to this conception, strongly influenced by the Washington Consensus
adopted by the main international organisations—including the IMF and the
World Bank—and by many countries, the State could only exercise the regalian
functions of external security, maintenance of public order, definition of law and
justice, and a certain economic and financial sovereignty, particularly in matters
of currency. The main principle was ‘less State for a better State’, as a public
power protecting the freedom of trade and industry. The processes of privatisa-
tion, deregulation of the economy (finance, transport, education, health, etc.),
and stabilisation of major macroeconomic aggregates became the ‘scientific’ doxa.

Multinationals, freed from the demands of individual states, could then
impose their positive trade laws and increase global GDP for the benefit of the
ecumene. In this context, wars would become increasingly unlikely, as economic
interdependencies would reduce the possibility of armed conflict. The fear of
nuclear war would fade, American power and capitalism could organise, or even
impose, world peace. The result would be optimal economic growth, which would
benefit all countries through the trickle-down effect of the income of the rich as a
factor in the fight against poverty, thus reducing the spread of famine and hunger,
at least in the long term. But, for Keynes, ‘in the long run we will all be dead’. The
story was beautiful, a fairy tale. However, wars, terrorism and economic warfare
have never ceased to exist. Economics is an interesting compass, but it makes seri-
ous mistakes by always omitting specific political or sociological factors (Barre &
Fontanel, 1991).
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