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Summary

The European Union (EU) has a growing interest in investing in the Global South as the 
bloc seeks to fill a niche amid the geopolitical rivalry between the United States and China, 
find new allies in support of multilateralism, and diversify its international relations in 
pursuit of its norms and interests. But the union’s policies and ambitions are underinformed 
by empirical research on how the Global South views the EU and Europe as a whole.

This paper presents the initial results of an eighteen-month-long project conducted by 
Carnegie Europe and the Open Society European Policy Institute (OSEPI) that explored 
perspectives on Europe’s international role through the eyes of the Global South.1 The the 
project was launched in 2020 and, by necessity, the coronavirus pandemic and the world’s 
responses to it became the backdrop for identifying and deconstructing the key issues and 
dilemmas in the relationship between the EU and the Global South. What followed were 
some sobering lessons that offer new ways of thinking about future engagement.

After two years of battling the coronavirus, and as domestic restrictions ease in much of 
the Global North, what has emerged is a widening gap between North and South. Without 
the resources and policy innovations the West used to shield itself from the worst of the 
pandemic’s economic effects, developing countries, already economically vulnerable, were 
hit hard by the crisis. In some countries, this has reversed decades of progress on poverty, 
healthcare, and education.
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The pandemic could have been a watershed moment: an opportunity for the EU to reframe 
donor-recipient relations, build on ongoing efforts to eliminate global poverty, and demon-
strate the value of multilateralism. Yet, rather than capitalizing on the chance to strengthen 
the Global South’s resilience, the EU was perceived as pursuing more insular strategies, from 
hoarding COVID-19 vaccinations to opposing vaccine waivers. While outwardly espousing 
the benefits of international solidarity, the EU was unable to enact extensive policies to 
address the structural economic and political imbalances in its relationship with the Global 
South. This shortsightedness led to several missed opportunities for the EU to play a leading 
role in helping the Global South navigate what will be a long and painful recovery from  
the pandemic.

At the same time, geopolitical games among the United States, Europe, China, and Russia 
tarnished the West’s image, leading to further resentment and frustration. The EU’s efforts 
to deweaponize access to healthcare by exporting half the vaccines it produced and support-
ing the establishment of the COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access (COVAX) initiative in the 
early days of the pandemic were admirable; but a series of missteps—by accident or design—
seriously dented the EU’s credibility in the eyes of many of its partners. Much of this harm 
can be attributed to a strategy that tried to balance competing and contradictory aims with 
a values-based external policy that boasted the principles of solidarity at its core. China and 
Russia exploited this weakness to position themselves as more reliable partners than their 
Western counterparts.

However, there are still opportunities for the EU to regain what it has lost. Both Africa 
and Asia have turned to multilateralism to effectively combat the coronavirus. The Africa 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (ACDC) has played a leading role in coordinat-
ing African responses to the pandemic, while the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) has announced the creation of the Center for Public Health Emergencies and 
Emerging Diseases. The EU can support these organizations in a bid to deepen partnerships 
with the Global South.

The coming year is rife with opportunities to enact course correction: patent waivers will be 
discussed in the World Trade Organization (WTO), while Indonesia’s 2022 presidency of 
the Group of Twenty (G20) and the EU’s Global Gateway initiative are chances for Europe 
to recharacterize its relationship with the Global South. The EU must embrace ambitious 
and creative forms of cooperation to build lasting alliances that will, in turn, address global 
inequality in a manner that aligns with the union’s declared intention to create more equal 
partnerships in the global community.



3

Introduction

It is a truism that the coronavirus knows no borders, making the pandemic of the past two 
years a truly global phenomenon. But the crisis has shaken the world in different ways in 
different places, and one result is an increasing asymmetry between the Global North and 
the Global South.

In the developed North, the epicenter of several outbreaks and waves of the virus, govern-
ments mobilized extraordinary measures, money, and science to beat it. Unprecedented 
policies to support society and a uniquely cooperative international scientific community 
together found ways to curb the ongoing devastation of the virus. In the Global South, past 
pandemics may have made some countries and peoples in parts of Africa and Asia more 
resilient in dealing with outbreaks, but that experience did not help them face the impacts of 
the coronavirus on the Global South’s recovery prospects or own the solutions to the crisis. 
The pandemic has affected education, migration opportunities, manufacturing, and trade, 
with likely long-term consequences. The ways in which the global crisis was handled has 
underscored the gap between the shaping power of the United States, Europe, China, and 
Russia, on the one hand, and the path dependence of the rest of the world, on the other.

The European Union (EU) seized on the coronavirus pandemic to push an ambitious path 
of reform with a strong emphasis on green and digital transitions, potentially giving a new 
impetus and direction to European integration. But this innovation was largely confined to 
the union’s borders.
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Laudably, especially given the crisis context of the first months of 2020, the EU did not 
omit to set aside resources to support the rest of the world to deal with the impacts of the 
coronavirus. But while embracing a narrative of international solidarity, the union failed to 
use the opportunity to address some of the structural economic and political imbalances 
in its relationship with the Global South. These include income and income-distribution 
differentials and a dysfunctional foreign debt system; blocks to the delivery of goods and 
services, including trade barriers; differences in health and education systems, know-how, 
and research and development (R&D); ongoing competition for access to the Global South’s 
resources and raw materials; and deeply felt historical grievances and a lack of trust.

Disregarding the lessons of past pandemics, notably in Africa and Asia, the Global North 
made insufficient efforts to tackle structural reform of the international system of health 
services, distribution, and production capacity. Vaccine distribution continues to be vastly 
unequal, while debt relief and economic support for lower-income countries remain negli-
gible. Changes to World Trade Organization (WTO) rules on patents and permits, which 
would have increased the capacity to produce vaccines, did not happen because of opposition 
from the EU, particularly Germany.

At a time when the EU seeks modes of engagement with the rest of the world based on 
principles of equal partnership, this was a missed opportunity to rethink donor-recipient 
relations. That failure highlights yet again the inconsistencies between European internal 
and external policies and contributes to deepening inequalities between North and South. 
Ultimately, this state of affairs leaves countries vulnerable to intensifying geopolitical rivalry 
and increasingly weaponized health policies.

The View From the Global South

The recognition in the Global South of the EU’s efforts to provide financial and technical 
support to the developing world went hand in hand with an underlying suspicion that the 
unprecedented mobilization was motivated primarily by the pandemic’s impact on the 
Global North. Africa and Asia have experienced previous outbreaks of infectious diseases, 
none of which has come close to receiving the scale of attention seen in the global response 
to the coronavirus pandemic. As African governments, for example, redirected EU aid and 
attention toward the new priority, many were left wondering whether COVID-19 is as 
deadly as the many other diseases that afflict Africa, from malaria to cholera to tuberculosis. 
These diseases have significantly more sobering consequences for African populations than 
does COVID-19, but past efforts to combat them are yet to yield sustainable results.
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From the Global South’s perspective, geopolitical competition was already the dominant 
lens for reading world politics before the pandemic struck. Confrontation among the West, 
China, and Russia has played into domestic political dynamics, shortening the distance 
between global and local politics. The coronavirus pandemic has magnified this trend, 
confirming the Global South as a critical site for geopolitical competition, where vaccine 
diplomacy and debt relief have politicized health policies.

Debates in the developing world show that geopolitical dynamics shaped perceptions of in-
ternational action on the pandemic. Chinese and Russian vaccine diplomacy received ample 
space in the media, especially in Asia and Latin America, while a current of mistrust ran 
through attitudes toward Europe and the United States. Anticolonialist sentiments popped 
up; in Africa, the term “coronialism” was coined in reference to the fact that COVID-19 
infections spread to Africa from Europe.2

The West’s vaccine hoarding was accompanied by suspicions that exported or donated 
vaccines were faulty leftovers unwanted by European and American citizens. That was the 
case especially in spring 2021, when governments were bickering over the AstraZeneca 
vaccine—the only shot that was sold at the cost of production.

In countries with histories of colonialism and unethical medical practices, doubts and 
mistrust in vaccines abounded, slowing the vaccination rollout.3 Safety concerns were so 
persistent that in South Africa, for example, health officials stopped giving the Johnson & 
Johnson shot two months after dropping the AstraZeneca vaccine.4 In addition, long-stand-
ing structural inequalities linked to poverty hindered the vaccine rollout because of a lack 
of adequate infrastructure, part of the reason for which 1.7 million AstraZeneca doses went 
unused in the Democratic Republic of the Congo in early 2021.5 In Asia, the inability of 
many Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries to procure the highly 
prized Western-manufactured Moderna and Pfizer vaccines in early 2021 meant strong 
recourse to the Chinese Sinopharm and Sinovac jabs.

China and Russia exploited these suspicions of Europe and America to gain influence in the 
developing world. Both Beijing and Moscow launched aggressive vaccine diplomacy cam-
paigns under the banner of South-South cooperation, arguing that humanitarian impera-
tives and global public goods could be better addressed by centralized governance models.6 
To counter doubts in the Chinese and Russian vaccines, Beijing and Moscow sowed distrust 
in the World Health Organization (WHO) and the European Medicines Agency (EMA), 
accusing Western countries of politicizing the market authorization of medicines.7

The story of Brazil’s vaccine procurement is the most illustrative example of the way in 
which the struggle against the coronavirus could be turned into a competition for influ-
ence. When the country was struck by a deadly wave of COVID-19, Brazilian President 
Jair Bolsonaro—a staunch supporter of former U.S. president Donald Trump and a hawk 
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toward China—was forced to review his opposition to Huawei’s fifth-generation technology 
(5G) investments to strike a deal to procure Chinese vaccines. Elsewhere in Latin America, 
China’s millions of dollars’ worth of donations meant that Beijing became Venezuela’s largest 
donor (followed by Russia) and led some to describe China as “the savior of Venezuela.”8

The massive investment in vaccine diplomacy may not eventually pay off. The lower effec-
tiveness of Chinese vaccines, coupled with the fact that Chinese and Russian jabs are not 
recognized by certain health agencies or governments, has tarnished their attractiveness 
according to some reports.9 Yet, this does not translate automatically into more trust in 
Europe and the United States. Some in the Global South saw the transatlantic partners as 
playing geopolitics as much as China and Russia: in the words of one observer in Indonesia, 
Group of Seven (G7) leaders were “using ‘multilateralism’ and ‘science’ but actually aiming 
to further their political and military presence in the Asia-Pacific region with a single 
mission: to contain China.”10 Banning anyone who had received a vaccine not recognized by 
the EMA—that is, a Chinese or Russian one—from traveling to certain European countries 
reinforced the perception of a walled and privileged community.

Health as a Global Public Good? COVAX, 
the EU, and the Limits of Global Governance

Despite the nationalist and protectionist reactions that dominated the first weeks of the 
pandemic, the EU was able to coordinate its responses both internally and externally—a 
considerable feat in itself. Internally, member states agreed to a degree of coordination and 
gave the European Commission unprecedented tasks, for instance in vaccine procurement 
and the coordination of a vaccination passport, in an area that is of national, not EU 
competence. Externally, the union developed a narrative and crisis-response initiative known 
as Team Europe, framed in terms of international solidarity. Team Europe consists of the 
EU, the EU member states, the European Investment Bank, and the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development. Since its launch in April 2020 as part of the EU’s global 
response to the pandemic, Team Europe’s concept has been incorporated into the approach 
of working better together to further improve the coherence and coordination of efforts, 
notably with partner countries.11

Unlike the United Kingdom and the United States, which in the early phases of the vaccine 
rollout focused exclusively on domestic vaccinations, the EU continued to export half the 
vaccines it produced, although it did so quietly to avoid a public nationalist backlash at 
home. So quietly, in fact, that in a 2022 assessment among ASEAN countries of global 
partners’ vaccine support, the EU received a 2.6 percent positive perception score, com-
pared with China’s 57.8 percent and the United States’ 23.2 percent.12 Yet, the EU has 
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also championed the establishment of the COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access (COVAX) 
initiative and the Access to COVID-19 Tools Accelerator, mechanisms to ensure equitable 
global access to coronavirus vaccines, tests, and treatments and to strengthen health sys-
tems. Finally, the EU pledged 500 million doses and committed nearly €150 million ($165 
million) in humanitarian aid to support the vaccination rollout around the world.13

Despite these efforts, the gap between pledges and delivery remains painfully wide. While 
COVAX has provided some 1 billion vaccines to 144 countries, this represents only one-
tenth of what is needed.14 And in stark contrast to the high rates of fully vaccinated people 
in the world’s most developed countries, only 10.6 percent of people in low-income countries 
have received one dose, and just 5.5 percent have had two doses (see figure 1).15 In the words 
of John Nkengasong, director of the Africa Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(ACDC), “COVAX has been a moral tragedy. The intent and the design [were] perfect, 
excellent, but the execution—even the people running COVAX will admit that it has not 
delivered on its promise.”16

Figure 1. Total Coronavirus Vaccination Doses Administered per 100 Population,  
as of March 15, 2022

Source: WHO Coronavirus (COVID-19) Dashboard, available at https://covid19.who.int/.

FIGURE 1
Total Coronavirus Vaccination Doses Administered per 100 Population, as of 
March 15, 2022

SOURCE: WHO Coronavirus (COVID-19) Dashboard, available at https://covid19.who.int/.

https://covid19.who.int/
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In June 2021, the heads of international economic and health organizations urged world 
leaders to rapidly finance a new $50 billion global road map to accelerate the equitable 
distribution of health—an investment expected to yield returns to the tune of $9 trillion in 
economic growth by 2025.17 By November 2021, of the pledges made by the United States, 
the EU, and the United Kingdom, only 15 percent, 12.5 percent, and 6 percent, respectively, 
had been delivered.18

Considering that combined, Africa and Asia make up three-quarters of the global popula-
tion, they account for just 30 percent of the global coronavirus caseload (see figure 2). Part 
of this seemingly mitigated situation can be explained by underreporting and demographics, 
but the other side of the story is these regions’ experiences of fighting epidemics. Asia had 
to contend with the 2003 severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) epidemic, followed in 
2009 by an outbreak of the H1N1 influenza virus, commonly called swine flu. In Africa, the 
Ebola crisis that struck West Africa in 2013–2014 led to the 2016 creation of the ACDC, 
a specialized technical institution of the African Union (AU) that works to strengthen the 
capacity of African nations to respond to disease threats and has been instrumental in coor-
dinating African responses to the coronavirus.19 Asia has taken concrete steps in emulating 
the ACDC and in December 2020 announced the creation of the ASEAN Center for Public 
Health Emergencies and Emerging Diseases.20 South America has no equivalent body and, 
by contrast, accounts for over 30 percent of coronavirus deaths worldwide.21

Figure 2. Global Coronavirus Cases and Population By Continent

Source: “Population, Total.” The World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL. Accessed  March 31, 2022.

FIGURE 2
Global Coronavirus Cases and Population By Continent

SOURCE: “Population, Total.” The World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL. Accessed  March 31, 2022.
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The African and Asian experiences speak volumes about the long-term structural lessons 
that could have been implemented in response to the coronavirus pandemic, from increasing 
public health capital to shoring up domestic and regional manufacturing and supply-chain 
capabilities.22 Yet, more than two years into the pandemic, the Global North continues to 
resist taking on board the hard lessons of the past decade. As former British prime minister 
Gordon Brown wrote in late 2021 as South Africa shared evidence of the spread of the new 
Omicron variant, “our failure to put vaccines into the arms of people in the developing 
world is now coming back to haunt us.”23 The EU did not go far enough in limiting the 
monopolization of vaccine access, imposed a travel ban after South Africa’s disclosure of the 
emergence of the Omicron variant, and opposed a temporary intellectual property waiver for 
COVID-19 treatments.

Aside from inequities in vaccine distribution, public and private stakeholders are examining 
patent waivers, technology transfers, and public licensing to address gaps in production. The 
United States and the EU have created a joint task force to examine vaccine supply chains 
and manufacturing.24 Yet, progress has been hindered by differences between Washington 
and Brussels on patent waivers. The EU and the United Kingdom, which are among the 
funders of the COVAX mechanism, have blocked initiatives to waive WTO obligations to 
patent-protect medicines, vaccines, and diagnostics—a move that has pushed up the prices 
of pharmaceuticals and made it harder for lower-income countries to buy them. Secrecy also 
surrounds the allocation of resources for R&D as well as the rules attached to public fund-
ing for R&D, the scheduling of deliveries, and the conditions for selling or donating excess 
vaccine doses. Essentially, the EU’s solidarity approach has been undermined by allowing 
COVAX to work within the paradigm of safeguarding patent rights.25

Yet, protecting patent rights tells only part of the story, because there is a kaleidoscope of 
other issues that need to be addressed. Manufacturing vaccines also requires hard technol-
ogy, specific knowledge, data from clinical trials, market-entry permissions, and access to 
primary materials. These details are not included in intellectual property waivers, so there 
needs to be a whole-of-sector approach that considers the different facets that prevent a 
global overview of the mismatch between supply and demand.26

In August 2021, the WHO started building the first global vaccine-manufacturing hub 
together with the South African government and the Cape Town–based biotech company 
Afrigen, but Moderna and Pfizer did not consent to sharing their acquired knowledge.27 
Although Africa consumes approximately one-quarter of the world’s vaccines, it manufac-
tures less than 1 percent of its routine jabs, leaving Africans exposed to supply-chain and 
public health risks.28 Yet, forcing multinationals to share their licenses will take time and be 
of limited use if the full range of issues is not addressed.

Efforts could be better focused on financing vaccines in least developed countries and 
ensuring that shots are well used. However, it was only in November 2021 that European 
Trade Commissioner Valdis Dombrovskis admitted the possibility of targeted waivers on 
compulsory licenses, which would allow the production of cheaper vaccines.29 The EU’s 
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timid overtures fall short of demands from India and South Africa to lift intellectual proper-
ty protections for three years and contrast with U.S. support for a full waiver of intellectual 
property rights.30 These events have exposed the inconsistencies of the solidarity narrative of 
the EU’s global response.

Build Back Better?

The contrast between what was achieved in the Global North to combat the pandemic and 
how those achievements affected the Global South is repeated in economic policies and 
prospects. In Europe in 2020, the economic shock of the pandemic triggered an unprec-
edented mobilization of public finances and resources to save the economy and prevent a 
major recession. Long- and deeply held assumptions about austerity and neoliberalism were 
challenged. Back in 2008, the global financial crisis had already exposed the fragility of the 
EU’s economic governance and the inequalities among its member states. Despite many calls 
for reform and the deep political fractures caused by the eurozone crisis, the long impact 
of the 2008 financial crisis did not trigger a governance reform of the eurozone. It took the 
coronavirus pandemic to challenge the EU’s economic model.31

Unlike the top-down interventions of 2008, the scale of the response in 2020 required a 
different social bargain to ensure buy-in from European publics. The EU’s total post-coro-
navirus recovery package includes temporary waivers on state aid rules, a European Central 
Bank emergency purchasing fund, public financing of research into vaccines and therapies, 
public vaccine procurement, and national measures to soften the socioeconomic impact of 
lockdowns, such as furlough schemes, unemployment benefits, and support for small busi-
nesses.32 After years of austerity and fiscal prudence, the €750 billion ($830 billion) package 
agreed on in summer 2020 was one of “reformist experimentation” in the words of historian 
Adam Tooze, with a new goal to build back better through a green and digital transforma-
tion of the economy, supported by public investment.33

Meanwhile, the picture is less optimistic for the Global South. The economic impact of the 
pandemic on a large part of the world outside Europe and the United States was devastating. 
In 2020, the lowest-income countries lost $150 billion, roughly the equivalent of the pre-
vious year’s worldwide development assistance.34 The external shocks included sharp con-
tractions in real exports, lower export prices, and reduced remittances and tourism receipts. 
The ability of governments to mobilize fiscal responses varied enormously: according to the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), by October 2020 advanced economies could spend the 
equivalent of over 8 percent of their gross domestic product (GDP) to counter the impact of 
the pandemic, whereas low-income countries could spend only 2 percent (see figure 3).
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The pandemic has exacerbated earlier vulnerabilities. Today, nearly half of emerging-market 
and developing economies and some middle-income countries risk falling farther behind, 
undoing much of the progress made in eradicating extreme poverty and meeting the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals. Inequalities are rising within and between coun-
tries. One proxy measure that contrasts the North’s and South’s future prospects is encap-
sulated in education: children in the poorest countries lost an average of nearly seventy days 
of school in 2020; in emerging-market economies the figure was forty-five days, whereas in 
advanced economies it was just fifteen days.35

Whether and how the extraordinary debt-relief measures promoted by the IMF will manage 
to address this asymmetry remains to be seen.36 For its part, the EU has disbursed its 
commitments, specifically €170 million ($187 million) to the Catastrophe Containment 
and Relief Trust, an IMF facility that provides grants for debt relief to the poorest and most 
vulnerable countries exposed to natural or public health disasters.37 Yet, the EU has failed 
to move out of the donor-recipient model of international solidarity. For instance, European 

Figure 3. Government Spending in Response to the Coronavirus Pandemic  (Percent of 2020 GDP)

Sources: IMF, Fiscal Monitor Database of Country Fiscal Measures in Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic; and  IMF staff calculations.

FIGURE 3
Government Spending in Response to the Coronavirus Pandemic 
(Percent of 2020 GDP)

SOURCES: IMF, Fiscal Monitor Database of Country Fiscal Measures in Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic; and 
IMF sta� calculations.
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countries did not extend bold fiscal measures to support African countries and respond to a 
global campaign aimed at redesigning the economic architecture that underpins internation-
al lending, borrowing, and debt servicing.38

Indeed, the pandemic has only reinforced cynicism over the perceived hypocrisy of the EU’s 
so-called values-based foreign policy, and the union’s global image has suffered in regions 
where it has key trade and economic interests. In Asia, for example, the EU is no longer seen 
as the champion of a rules-based international order, with trust dropping from 32.6 percent 
in 2021 to 16.6 percent in 2022—just slightly ahead of China.39

Missed Opportunities

When the coronavirus struck, the writing was on the wall. Forecasts about the frequency, 
impact, and global nature of pandemics were known. So far, the effect of the pandemic has 
been to accentuate asymmetries between North and South. For all the talk about the need 
for a global recovery, governments in the Global North have been as unambitious with 
respect to their global policies as they have been ambitious in their own recovery strategies. 

For the EU, the pandemic has represented a series of missed opportunities. The COVAX 
mechanism and Team Europe efforts could have led to the development of a new paradigm 
in which coronavirus vaccines were understood and treated as a common good and emergen-
cy responses and vaccine distribution were matched with efforts to share out manufacturing 
capacity and regulate the profits of pharmaceutical industries.

Instead, by blocking the decentralization of production and protecting the interests of man-
ufacturers located in the Global North, the EU is contributing to the widening gap between 
rich and poor. Politically, this is a boomerang for the EU: not only was this a missed op-
portunity to reform the donor-recipient paradigm, but it also represented a setback after the 
achievements of the past decade in eradicating absolute poverty. The EU’s approach has dealt 
a blow to the credibility of the union’s solidarity principles in its foreign policy.

The coronavirus crisis has not yet led to discussions about reforming international organiza-
tions, and the opportunity was not seized to rethink their role and the transparency of their 
practices, especially in the processes of vaccine production and distribution. Indeed, despite 
efforts by the EU to address these challenges, such as a call from some member states for the 
IMF to improve financial assistance to vulnerable countries or the European Commission’s 
Global Gateway investment initiative, there has been a lack of appreciation of the pandemic’s 
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long-term implications on trade and investment patterns. This includes impacts on global 
supply chains, re- and onshoring, and the rebound of stifling protectionist measures that 
could further hobble economic recovery in the Global South.

The November 2021 Asia-Europe Meeting promised to strengthen multilateralism for shared 
growth. But beyond a nod to the “significant financing needs and debt vulnerabilities in 
many low- and middle-income countries” and an acknowledgment that public financing is 
needed to shore up the private sector, which will be key to the recovery, concrete results have 
been underwhelming.40

Governments across the Global South are increasingly feeling the pressure to spend more 
to protect their most vulnerable. Yet, the mechanisms available to them to do so are sorely 
wanting. Despite best intentions, many of these Northern-driven mechanisms, like debt 
relief, are increasingly perceived by their Southern recipients as insufficient or inaccessible 
because of the long laundry list of requirements needed to access them—or else as delaying 
tactics, because they postpone the inevitable and painful pay-up day.

It is not too late to reimagine the role of international organizations and the shape of 
international practices. The AU, for example, is designing a continental pathway for ad-
dressing health security that provides an agenda for international donors to align with.41 At 
the February 2022 EU-Africa summit, the AU presented clear and strong demands to EU 
partners on economic recovery and health distribution. So far, only France, Italy, and Spain 
have agreed to recycle 20 percent of their IMF special drawing rights—an international 
reserve asset that supplements members’ official reserves—to Africa. Patent waivers will be 
discussed in the WTO in spring 2022. Indonesia’s 2022 presidency of the G20 is another 
opportune moment to build momentum toward more relevant support initiatives that go 
beyond technical approaches.

Increasing such support would also require greater efforts at coordination among the 
countries that have vaccine capacity. The coronavirus pandemic has accentuated the rivalry 
among the West, China, and Russia, but the West itself has also dealt with the crisis in 
an uncoordinated way. During the first year of the pandemic, transatlantic discord took a 
heavy toll on strategy alignment.42 But cooperation has been found wanting even during the 
administration of U.S. President Joe Biden, with differences in export and vaccine policies 
and WTO rules having major impacts. At a time when transatlantic cooperation is enjoying 
a new honeymoon, the modesty of collaboration on global health among the richest parts of 
the world is a glaring stain.

The West’s absence is all the more remarkable given the accentuated geopolitical rivalry and 
the primacy that the United States attributes to countering China’s rise. Beijing has exploited 
the pandemic to the maximum to cast itself as a donor of vaccines and medical equipment 
to boost its presence and influence across the Global South. The retreat of the United States, 



14   |   Coronavirus and the Widening Global North-South Gap

in particular, and the EU’s lackluster performance have given China and Russia free rein 
to consolidate their influence and intervene in conflicts across the Global South, such as in 
Ethiopia and Venezuela.

Conversely, working cooperatively with partners across the Global South could have provid-
ed opportunities to deepen partnerships and expand networks of like-minded countries, at 
least when it comes to deweaponizing access to health. With more ambition, affirming new 
and innovative forms of cooperation can be a chance to build lasting alliances in favor of 
multilateralism. This requires addressing global inequalities.

Finally, Europe missed the opportunity to use the pandemic to give credence to its stated 
intentions to build more equal partnerships with countries across the globe. Mistrust toward 
the goals of EU engagement and historical grievances that, in some cases, are rooted in the 
experience of colonialism have tainted the relationship between Europe and the Global 
South. The Global South’s growing salience in international politics, calls to reform relations 
between Europe and the rest of the world, and the need to reshape the international order in 
light of increased geopolitical rivalry all warrant a more ambitious and global response.
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