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ALISTAIR BURT

The UK woke up on Tues-
day reeling from the an-
nouncement of a series of 

measures not just unthinkable in 
peacetime, but barely imaginable 
even last week. And we are far 
from alone — maybe even slight-
ly late to lockdown. Although it 
remains too early to estimate the 
full effect of the coronavirus out-
break, it is not too early to realize 
that the world is going through 
another defining moment, which 
will divide our lives into the “be-
fore” and “after,” like the Second 
World War or 9/11.

What do we know so far? We 
know that the virus is no respect-
er of regime, rhetoric or region, or 
of unevidenced conspiracy theo-
ries. Democratic, authoritarian, 
or anything in between — all are 
regarded the same by this silent 
murderer. 

We know we need greater pre-
paredness and collegiality. States 
mostly put off until tomorrow the 
dreadful consequences of cost 
and alarm for events like pandem-
ics, which are predictable but un-
certainly timed. We are going to 
have to work more closely togeth-
er, noting who has handled things 
more effectively than others, and 
learn from them, with humility 
and accountability, but without 
blame — otherwise things will 
remain hidden. 

We know that, by and large, 
humanity responds positively. 
Lockdowns seem to be working 
because people are responding 
to them; though exceptions still 
tend to prove the rule. And some-

times humanity responds in a 
breathtaking fashion, which sug-
gests why we ultimately survive: 
From the heroics of medical staff 
risking their lives, and dying, in 
fighting the disease to those who 
refuse to let isolation equate to 
being alone, and sing their hearts 
out together from the balconies 

and rooftops of the world. 
As of now, we do not know the 

extent of the economic reces-
sion to come, but it is likely to 
be historically unrivalled since 
the Industrial Revolution. We do 
not know if states will recognize 
the urgent and growing demand 
for a coordinated internation-

al response. The G20 could and 
should step up by the Riyadh 
meeting in November.

We do not yet know the impact 
on domestic politics around the 
world, such as if the US presiden-
tial race will be determined solely 
by this crisis. We do not know if 
authoritarian regimes will use the 
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The growing presence of COV-
ID-19 in sub-Saharan Africa 
threatens the same human 

costs as elsewhere in the world. The 
economic costs could be just as dev-
astating.

Sweeping measures
For their part, countries in sub-Sa-

haran Africa are acting decisively, 
taking sweeping measures to halt 
the advance of the virus, with limits 
on public gatherings, public safety 
campaigns, and similar measures.

But we also know that for socie-
ty’s most vulnerable in the region, 
“social distancing” is not realistic. 
The notion of working from home is 
only possible for the few. So, difficult 
decisions to close borders (to people, 
but not essential goods) are even 
more important. All the more so if 
we are to minimize added strain on 
already fragile health systems.

From health crisis to global eco-
nomic crisis

What began as a health crisis is 
now a major global economic crisis. 
We fear African countries will be 
swept up in that.

A decade ago, the region was 
spared the brunt of the global finan-
cial crisis. Lower debt levels meant 
most countries had room to increase 
spending and they were able to im-
plement counter-cyclical policies. 
Countries were also less integrated 
with global financial markets and 
that meant being cut off from financ-

ing was harmful for only a handful 
of countries.

Neither of those conditions apply 
today. Many countries in sub-Sa-
haran Africa have limited room in 
their budgets to increase spending. 
They also rely more on global capital 
markets.

This time will be dif-
ferent

The pandemic will have a substan-
tial economic impact on sub-Saha-
ran Africa, in three ways.

One: the very measures that are 
crucial to slowing the spread of the 
virus will have a direct cost on lo-
cal economies. The disruption to 
people’s daily lives means less paid 
work, less income, less spending, 

and fewer jobs. And, with borders 
closed, travel and tourism are quick-
ly drying up, and shipping and trade 
are suffering.

Two, global hardships will spill 
over to the region. The slowdown 
in major economies will see global 
demand fall. Disruptions to pro-
duction and world supply chains 
will weigh more on trade. Tighter 
global financial conditions will lim-
it access to finance. Countries are 
likely to also see delays in getting 
investment or development projects 
off the ground.

Three: the sharp decline in com-
modity prices will hit oil exporters 
hard, compounding the first two ef-
fects. The price of oil has tumbled to 
levels not seen in decades. We don’t 
yet know where they will settle, but 
with oil prices already down by more 

than 50 percent since the start of the 
year, the impact will be substantial. 
We estimate that each 10 percent 
decline in oil prices will, on average, 
lower growth in oil exporters by 0.6 
percent and increase overall fiscal 
deficits by 0.8 percent of GDP.

Lower forecasts 
likely

Across the region, growth will be 
hit hard. Precisely how hard is still 
difficult to say. But it is clear that our 
growth forecast in April’s regional 
outlook will be significantly lower.

The slowdown will mean revenues 
take a hit, just as countries face addi-
tional public spending needs.

Yet, now is no time for half meas-
ures. Without exception, people’s 
health is the priority and countries 

should boost health spending ac-
cordingly.

Countries will also need to com-
bat the economic fallout. The right 
policy prescription will depend on 
each country’s circumstances—the 
channel through which it is most 
exposed and the depth of the con-
nections.

While the likely duration of dis-
ruption remains unclear, Farr’s 
Law of Epidemics—showing the 
rise and fall of infections as roughly 
bell-shaped—gives us some reassur-
ance the shock will pass.

Fiscal first
Fiscal policy will have to play a 

leading role in mitigating the shock, 
with fiscal positions reverting to 
medium-term paths consistent with 

debt sustainability once the crisis has 
passed. Targeted cash transfers could 
also be considered to help individuals 
and households under strain.

Where feasible, governments should 
consider targeted and temporary sup-
port for hard-hit sectors such as tour-
ism. For instance, temporary tax relief 
through targeted reductions or delays 
in paying taxes could help address 
cashflow shortfalls for affected busi-
nesses.

Easing monetary policy can com-
plement fiscal efforts, especially with 
inflation in single-digits in the vast 
majority of countries in the region. 
Financial measures can help minimize 
disruptions to much-needed credit 
and liquidity for businesses, includ-
ing central bank liquidity provision 
or temporary credit guarantees. For 
countries with flexible exchange rate 

In It Together: Protecting the Health of Africa’s People and their Economies
This “special time” 
is no longer isolated 
to China; the global 
community is now 
trying to cope with 
the uncertainties 
ahead.  

As of now, we do not know 
the extent of the economic 

recession to come, but it 
is likely to be historically 

unrivalled since the 
Industrial Revolution.
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Iran’s confirmed coro-
na cases is now 27,017 

with 2,077 deaths. In the 
last 24 hours there have 
been 2,206 new cases and 
143 deaths. In total 43 
doctors and nurses have 
died from corona.
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HE Interior Minister: 
we appreciate the 

efforts and support of all 
in activating the initia-
tives of the national plan, 
along with the official 
and civic bodies for their 
cooperation and national 
sense to move forward 
in the implementation of 
the national plan.

@moi_bahrain

We are marking these 
festivals at a time 

when our nation is bat-
tling the COVID-19 men-
ace. The celebrations will 
not be like they are usually 
but they will strengthen 
our resolve to overcome 
our circumstances. May 
we keep working to fight 
COVID-19 together.

@narendramodi

Sp o ke  w i t h  Sa u d i 
Crown Prince Mo-

hammed bin Salman 
Al Saud regarding the 
#coronavirus and we 
agreed all countries need 
to work together to con-
tain the pandemic and 
stabilize energy markets. 
Thankful for #SaudiAra-
bia’s partnership in the 
face of the threats posed 
by #Iran’s regime.

@SecPompeo

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

crisis to undermine freedoms still 
further — citing health security as 
an excuse for the currently nec-
essary tracking and surveillance 
— or if they will be mellowed by 
the disaster and realize that trans-
parency and freedom are better 
protections for the future. 

Nor do we know how bad this 

will be for the poorest of the 
world; but we can be sure we 
are going to find out. From ref-
ugees to those living daily with 
weak health systems, they fear 
that, when the infection catches 
them, there will be few places 
to hide. 

What chance, then, of any 
success for the clear call of UN 
Secretary-General Antonio Gu-
terres this week for a worldwide 
cease-fire? He articulated the 
fears of those in areas of conflict 
of the impact of the disease on 
the vulnerable, the displaced, on 
women and children. But he also 
recognized the ability of a com-
mon fight against the disease to 
“open doors” for diplomacy. He 
is absolutely right to do so. Many 
politicians know the phrase “a 
ladder to climb down” when 
a point of stalemate has been 
reached, and when a party dare 
not budge for fear of appearing 
“weak.” 

At this point, when everyone 

knows that a conflict has become 
even less understandable than 
when it started, it is impossible 
for either side to “win,” or has 
gone on so long that every av-
enue to settlement has become 
discredited, a diplomatic search 
is mounted for such a ladder to 
climb down so that progress can 
be made and face saved. 

If you truly want to end a con-
flict, now is the chance — and the 
virus is your ladder. 

People all over the world will 
be urging “take it.” In Libya, re-
cover the humanitarian truce. 
Stop the onslaught in Syria. In 
Yemen, no one can win on the 
back of a broken people. Israe-
lis and Palestinians have been 
brought closer in dealing with 
the coronavirus. A checkpoint 
is no deterrent, so they could 
take the chance to move beyond 
the Washington announcement 
to something more inclusive. 
And perhaps the US and Iran 
could both take steps, instead of 
trading unending accusations 
and claims against one another. 
If US sanctions are to be eased, it 
would be essential for some gen-
uine, verified response from Iran 
to allow progress. Both steps 
should be taken, as their respec-
tive populations fear tomorrow 
more than each other. The polit-
ical differences in the region are 
real, and not to be minimized, 
but perhaps they could be put to 
one side as increasing numbers 
of families grieve, from Texas to 
Tehran and virtually all points 
in between. 

It’s time to heed and act upon 
the secretary-general’s call.

1971
East Pakistan declares its 
independence from Pakistan 
to form Bangladesh and the 
Bangladesh Liberation War begins.

1975
The Biological Weapons 
Convention comes into force.

1979
Anwar al-Sadat, Menachem 
Begin and Jimmy Carter sign 
the Egypt–Israel Peace Treaty in 
Washington, D.C.

1981
Social Democratic Party (UK) is 
founded as a party.
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It’s a bit strange to think how quickly we 
normalize the abnormal. I would have never 
thought I’d have a preferred type of face 

mask. I like the ones that sit securely over my 
nose and mouth yet simultaneously allow for 
some air to circulate so I don’t feel my own 
breath clinging to my skin all day; I also prefer 
the straps that go around my head rather than 
tug at my ears. For some reason the latter gives 
me a headache after a few hours. Nor would I 
have realized the value of an average body tem-
perature reading. Mine was 36.7 C at last check, 
which was a few hours ago when I reentered my 
hotel lobby. Too high a reading and it could mean 
getting denied access to a hotel, shopping mall, 
restaurant or even a city here in China. And in 
some cases, it’ll get you reported to police. This 
however is the reality of life as the extreme gov-
ernment lockdown attempts to stop the spread 
of the novel coronavirus in China. 

On January 22nd I reported from Wuhan, the 
‘epicenter’ of the virus outbreak. Already the 
vast majority of the people there were wearing 
face masks and starting to limit their exposure 
outside. At the time we really could not imagine 
how big this would get. 

Other Chinese cities have since followed suit; 
in Shanghai – a normally bustling metropolis of 
some 25 million people – it took us half a dozen 
phone calls to find a sit-down restaurant that was 
open. Eating out during this “special time”, which 
is how many locals have referred to life in China 

amid this coronavirus outbreak, 
has been a particularly bizarre and 
depressing experience.

When we pulled up to the restau-
rant, we found most of the entries 
closed and at the only open entrance 
there was a security guard taking the 
temperature readings of all the guests. 
We also had to provide them with our 
name, ID or passport number, and 
phone number. You’re then strongly 
encouraged to use hand sanitizer pro-
vided in a pump-action bottle.

As we were being seated, we quickly realized 
that we were the only ones there. Immediately 
after placing the menus in front of us, the server 
provided a further sampling of hand sanitizer. 
He offered two different types in case we had a 
preference. We handled the menu with purified 
hands and sanitized again immediately after 
paging through the selections.

As our dinner went on, a few more customers 
arrived. The host deliberately sat them at oppo-
site ends of the restaurant, leaving several empty 
tables to serve as a safety buffer between the 
diners. The server explained that their restaurant 
policy was only to serve three tables at one time, 
assuming there was even that much demand.

When we finished our meal and asked for the 
check, the server tried to entice us with order-
ing dessert. We politely refused. But he insisted 
on at least bringing us a cake. Within seconds a 
chocolate heart cake was placed in front of us. As 
we left the host thanked us repeatedly for coming 
and apologized for the inconveniences of his city. 
“This is a ‘special time’,” he told us. “Please wish 
China well so we can get through this.” 

Scenes like this are now commonplace in Chi-
na, and with the continued spread of the virus 
internationally, other countries are beginning to 
adopt similar measures. 

What we’re seeing is a new normal created 
around the world where cultural norms are shift-
ing so as to limit or eliminate human-to-human 
contact, where governments are being tested 
on how they navigate a crisis that they’re still 
struggling to understand and where businesses 
are facing mounting levels of economic impact.

This “special time” is no longer isolated to 
China; the global community is now trying to 
cope with the uncertainties ahead.  

Letter from  
China

DAVID CULVER, CNN CORRESPONDENT

debt sustainability once the crisis has 
passed. Targeted cash transfers could 
also be considered to help individuals 
and households under strain.

Where feasible, governments should 
consider targeted and temporary sup-
port for hard-hit sectors such as tour-
ism. For instance, temporary tax relief 
through targeted reductions or delays 
in paying taxes could help address 
cashflow shortfalls for affected busi-
nesses.

Easing monetary policy can com-
plement fiscal efforts, especially with 
inflation in single-digits in the vast 
majority of countries in the region. 
Financial measures can help minimize 
disruptions to much-needed credit 
and liquidity for businesses, includ-
ing central bank liquidity provision 
or temporary credit guarantees. For 
countries with flexible exchange rate 

regimes, the exchange rate should be 
allowed act as a shock absorber.

Protecting lives and 
livelihoods

Importantly, countries in sub-Sa-
haran Africa shouldn’t have to ‘go 
it alone’.

Too often, financing limits re-
course to supportive policies when 
major shocks hit. The international 
community needs to do its utmost 
to help ease these constraints and 
ensure that peoples’ lives and liveli-
hoods are not destroyed.

While the priority is on protecting 
life, the IMF is helping where it can, 
by supporting livelihoods.

The Fund is making $50 billion 
available via rapid-disbursing emer-
gency facilities, including $10 billion 
on highly concessional terms for 
low-income countries.

With this, we are accelerating ef-
forts to back countries in the region. 
So far, we’ve received requests for 
emergency financing from close to 20 
countries, with requests from anoth-
er 10 or more countries likely soon.

Our member countries need us 
more than ever. Discussions between 
IMF teams and country officials are 
advancing quickly, and we expect 
the first wave of this support to be 
delivered in early April.

For countries facing difficult debt 
situations, the priority—people’s 
heath—is the same. Here, the in-
ternational community can step up. 
Immediate debt relief through the 
Fund’s Catastrophe Containment 
and Relief Trust can help free up 
resources for much needed health 
spending. These countries should 
also reach out to donors to secure 
grant and concessional financing.

International  
response

In the same vein, the Fund is work-
ing closely with our partners—the 
World Bank, World Health Organi-
zation, African Development Bank 
and African Union—to respond to this 
crisis. The speed and strength of the 
international community’s response 
will be paramount.

To paraphrase Gabriel Gar-
cia-Marquez: humanity, like armies 
in the field, advances at the speed of 
the most vulnerable.

Countries in sub-Saharan Africa can 
be assured they have the full force, and 
full speed, of the IMF behind them.
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Fiscal policy will have 
to play a leading role in 

mitigating the shock, with 
fiscal positions reverting 

to medium‑term paths 
consistent with debt 

sustainability once the 
crisis has passed. Targeted 
cash transfers could also 

be considered to help 
individuals and households 

under strain.


