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How Effective Is China’s Response to 

the Coronavirus Outbreak? 
Maa Zhi Hong 

February 4, 2020 

 

When it comes to the handling of the 

coronavirus outbreak, it is clear that China 

has learned its lessons from the 2003 SARS 

epidemic. 

 

ust a month into the start of the new decade, 

the world is faced with one of the worst 
public health crises in recent years. Since its 

initial emergence in the city of Wuhan in early 

December 2019, a new coronavirus has spread 

rapidly from Hubei province to the whole of 

China and other parts of the world. According to 
the latest statistics, the virus has officially 

infected more than 20,000 people, leaving over 

425 dead so far. 

     It has taken this strain less than two months to 

surpass the 2003 severe acute respiratory 
syndrome (SARS) outbreak in terms of the 

number of affected patients. By the time the 

SARS epidemic was officially declared to be 

over in 2004, there were 8,098 reported cases of 

infection and 774 deaths. It is safe to say that this 
virus is more infectious, although the death toll 

has yet to exceed SARS. 

     For example, one MarketWatch article used 

World Health Organization (WHO) statistics to 

assert that “SARS had a fatality rate of 9.6% 
compared to coronavirus fatality rate of 2.2%, but 

that may change.” The WHO has declared a 

global health emergency, but it has yet to declare 

the virus a global pandemic. 

 

Government Response 

Compared to the SARS epidemic, it is clear that 

the way in which China has responded to this 

virus is a major departure from its posture back in 
2003. It is clear that Beijing has learned its 

lessons. 

     This time, the Chinese government informed 

the World Health Organization on December 31 

about the new virus which had been identified on 

December 26. Despite delays, this is a clear 

contrast to the SARS crisis when the Chinese 

government did not report the virus to the WHO 
until four months after the first case was detected. 

Back then, the Chinese government was forced to 

disclose the information only after a doctor 

decided blew the whistle on what was really 

happening on the ground in China. By that point, 
the virus had spread across the world, and many 

avoidable deaths had occurred. 

     In this current crisis, China shared the genetic 

sequence of the Wuhan virus very early on at the 

start of the outbreak to assist with the 
development of a vaccine. This has greatly aided 

the world’s efforts to understand and contain this 

virus. This is a big contrast to SARS, when China 

only shared the sequence on March 24, 2003 — a 

good five months after the initial breakout in 
November 2002. 

     Granted, the critics are right that China has 

continued to conceal information about the 

Wuhan virus from the rest of the world. Many in 

China have expressed skepticism about the 
information they receive from state television and 

speculated that the real situation is far worse than 

what it has been reported. According to The 

Washington Post, the Chinese authorities knew 

that “something was amiss” as early as December 
26, and have not only failed to inform the public 

about the possible epidemic, but actively 

attempted to suppress information about the 

disease leaking out to prevent panic. 

 
Draconian Measures 

China’s President Xi Jinping has taken a direct 

role in coordinating the response to the crisis. 

State television has been broadcasting footage of 

the president holding meetings with top officials 
to demonstrate the central government’s 

commitment to control the outbreak. Xi has 

created a response group, headed by Premier Li 

Keqiang. 
     The Chinese government has acted quickly by 

shutting the seafood market in Wuhan, which has 

been blamed for being the source of the outbreak 
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of the virus. All commercial flights in and out of 

Wuhan have been suspended until further notice. 

A blanket travel ban is imposed on the city of 11 

million, and the entire disease-stricken Hubei 
province is technically sealed off from the rest of 

the country. More than 50 million people in the 

province have been effectively quarantined, and 

two mega hospitals were being built to house the 

coronavirus patients, one of which has already 
opened its doors after just 10 days of 

construction. 

     The people of Wuhan, Huanggang, Ezhou, 

Chibi, Xiantao, Qianjiang, Zhijiang and Lichuan 

are banned from traveling to other parts of China. 
This is equivalent to banning the people of New 

York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Washington, DC, 

and other major US cities from traveling to other 

parts of the United States. 

     The Chinese capital Beijing has also 
suspended railway services to Wuhan in a failed 

bid to prevent the infection from reaching the 

political heart of the country. It has also banned 

overseas travel by Chinese tour groups to stem 

the spread of the disease. These draconian 
measures reflect on the strength of China’s 

unique authoritarian system, thanks to which the 

leadership is able to take steps that would be 

impossible in other countries. 

     These measures have caused major disruptions 
to the people living in the sealed-off areas. 

Stories of those desperately trying to leave the 

quarantined cities for medical treatment have 

started surfacing on the internet. The story of a 

Chinese woman begging the police to allow her 
cancer-stricken daughter to leave a village in 

Hubei province to get treatment is sure to be one 

of many. 

     Basic necessities and fresh supplies like eggs 

and milk have run out in many parts of the 
sealed-off zones. Many foreigners living in 

Wuhan have turned to social media to seek help 

from the outside world, posting photos of 

deserted streets and markets. Many have also 
posted that they are running short of food 

supplies and fear starvation if they do not receive 

assistance in time. Foreign governments, 

including Singapore, Britain and Japan, managed 

to airlift their citizens out of Wuhan by getting 

permission from the Chinese authorities. 

     Are these measures effective? On the surface, 
they seem to have been successful in containing 

the spread of the infection, as the majority of the 

cases remain confined to the city of Wuhan and 

Hubei province. However, the infection toll 

continues to rise rapidly on a daily basis, a result 
of around 5 million people having left Wuhan for 

other parts of China before the city was sealed 

off. The disease incubation period is two weeks, 

during which the person is contagious even if 

feeling perfectly healthy. Had the tough measures 
not been put in place, the situation would have 

likely been far worse. 

 

Why Now? 

Many may ask why the measures are being put in 
place now and not during the SARS outbreak. 

Firstly, it has got to do with the fact that this 

crisis is a personal one for President Xi. Since 

coming to power in 2012, Xi has accumulated so 

much power that he is practically in charge of 
every major matter within the country. The 

Communist Party’s long-standing collective 

leadership system remains in name only, with 

power concentrated in President Xi’s hands. 

     Hence, how China reacts to this crisis will 
have a major bearing for his reputation and long-

term political future. If China fumbles in its 

response to the current crisis, Xi will have 

nobody to blame but himself, as every major 

decision requires his personal approval. He needs 
to come out of this crisis relatively unscathed in 

order to secure the legitimacy to stay in power 

beyond 2022. 

     Secondly, the extreme measures taken by the 

Chinese government and the wider world in a 
way is a recognition of China’s dramatic 

transformation since 2002. Back in 2002, China 

was yet to become the world’s second largest 

economy, and GDP per capita was $1,148; by 
2018, per capita GDP has reached $9,770. The 

huge increase in the disposable income of the 

Chinese people has fueled a boom in the number 
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of Chinese nationals traveling overseas. 

According to some estimates, in 2018, Chinese 

people made nearly 150 million overseas trips. 

Thus, over the years since 2002, China has 
become the biggest source of tourists for many 

countries such as Singapore, Vietnam and 

Malaysia. 

     As a result, the potential for the spread of the 

coronavirus from China to the outside world has 
strengthened dramatically compared to 2002, as 

China’s interaction with the outside world has 

increased dramatically. This has necessitated a 

tougher response from Beijing to contain the 

crisis. 
     At the same time, scarred by the SARS 

experience, countries like Singapore and the US 

have imposed tight travel restrictions on Chinese 

nationals in a bid to stem the spread of the virus. 

A number of articles in reputable outlets like The 
New York Times or the Nikkei Asian Review 

have been tainted by a strong Sinophobia, and a 

growing number of racist incidents against 

Chinese nationals have been reported from 

around the world. 
 

A Global Problem 

So what can we expect moving forward? The 

world should be prepared for the outbreak to 

continue for some time. It is not an issue that will 
fade away in the next few months. With broad 

measures imposed by China and the wider world 

to contain the outbreak, we can expect an 

economic slowdown in China and other parts of 

the world. 
     China’s economy, which has taken a beating 

from the trade war with the United States, can be 

expected to slow down even further. This will 

have negative repercussions for the rest of the 

world, as China has become a much more 
significant player on the global stage. 

     In tourism-reliant countries like Singapore, 

which has narrowly avoided a recession in 2019, 

the outbreak is expected to tip the economy into a 
recession. 

     Numerous questions have and will continue to 

be raised throughout this crisis and after it ends. 

But one thing is for sure: The coronavirus is a 

reminder to all of us that we live in a much 

smaller, globalized world. What happens in one 

part of the planet will impact the all of it. This is 
why international cooperation is critical to 

tackling this crisis effectively. It is no longer 

China’s problem alone. The Wuhan coronavirus 

is today a global crisis for all to solve. 

 
*Maa Zhi Hong is a political analyst based in 

Singapore. 

 

 

For Lenin Moreno, Ecuador’s 

Economy Is a Key to Staying in 

Power 
Glenn Ojeda Vega & German Peinado Delgado 

February 10, 2020 

 

Moving forward, President Moreno will need 

a new strategy that is more gradual and less 

socially traumatic to pursue macroeconomic 

and fiscal reform. 

 

ast October, Ecuador witnessed some of 

the largest mass protests in its modern 

history. Concentrated mainly in the capital 

city of Quito and, less intensely, in Guayaquil, 

Cuenca and Portoviejo, the protests ignited on 

October 3, when President Lenin Moreno’s 

government announced the elimination of long-
standing fuel subsidies for gasoline and natural 

gas. The cancellation of these subsidies provoked 

a major increase in prices and overturned a 

national welfare program that had been in place 

since the 1970s, at an average annual cost of $1.3 
billion. 

     This fiscal measure was part of public 

spending cuts that Moreno’s administration had 

negotiated with the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) in return for a loan that would allow 

Ecuador to borrow $4.2 billion over three years. 

In recent weeks, Moreno held a meeting with the 

IMF in Davos in order to discuss the loan terms 
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and review the relationship between the country 

and the organization. 

     By eliminating the fuel subsidies, which are 

no longer affordable, the Ecuadorian economy 
expected to ease its debt burden and reduce the 

fiscal deficit incremented during previous 

administrations. Nonetheless, the fuel subsidies 

are only one component of the so-called package 

of economic and labor reforms that Lenin 
Moreno pretended to implement in order to 

obtain IMF funds. The reforms also include labor 

reform and pension adjustments. 

 

The Government Buckles 

In previous decades, Ecuador witnessed the 

dramatic end of more than one presidential 

tenure. In 2000, Jamil Mahuad, elected in 1998 

and responsible for the dollarization of the 

country, was ousted when the armed forces 
withdrew their support and mass protest engulfed 

the country. Similarly, Lucio Gutierrez, 

democratically elected in 2002, was displaced in 

2005 due to unpopular political measures that 

devolved into mass protests. 
     It should, therefore, come as no surprise that 

President Moreno was overly cautious in 

responding to the 2019 mobilization, which 

included provisionally moving the seat of his 

government out of Quito to the city of Guayaquil. 
Moreno’s predecessor and former political ally, 

Rafael Correa, also had to deal with major public 

discontent. 

     The social spark that started with the 

withdrawal of fuel subsidies quickly turned into a 
long list of grievances ranging from indigenous 

rights and rural reform to corruption and social 

welfare. Ultimately, the Moreno administration 

backtracked on its elimination of the fuel subsidy 

and announced that it would seek alternative 
ways to overcome the budget deficit. Once the 

demonstrations subsided toward the end of 2019 

following a compromise with the protesters, 

President Moreno appointed new officers to the 
country’s top military posts after allegations that 

the armed forces had abused the curfew in order 

to suppress public dissent. 

A Structural Issue 

Currently, Ecuador’s socioeconomic predicament 

is due mainly to its historic reliance on income 

from fossil fuels and other commodities, as well 
as the failure of previous administrations to 

maintain a rainy-day fund during times of 

economic boom. Additionally, the protests have 

had a severe economic impact (similar to Chile’s 

case), having brought the country to a standstill 
until the UN and the Catholic Church stepped in 

to broker an agreement. 

     Moving forward, President Moreno will need 

a new strategy that is more gradual and less 

socially traumatic to pursue macroeconomic and 
fiscal reform. Simultaneously, the government 

needs to enact institutional changes to facilitate a 

leaner administration and reshape the national 

economic model to reduce its dependency on the 

export of commodities. 
     Lastly, Ecuador needs to comprehensively 

address the issue of the more than 250,000 

Venezuelan migrants now living within its 

borders, putting a strain on the small nation’s 

economy. The global reduction in commodity 
prices, coupled with the onerous social spending 

programs that Moreno inherited, has created a 

fiscal conundrum that his government is tasked 

with solving. 

 
Correa’s Opposition 

Underlying the social and economic issues 

Moreno faces is a strong political tension within 

Ecuador. The rift is between the president’s right-

wing supporters, including the country’s 
economic elites and, on the other hand, the 

partisans and supporters of former President 

Rafael Correa (in office between 2007 and 2017), 

who is still very popular with constituents both in 

and outside the country. 
     Having served as Correa’s vice president 

between 2007 and 2013, Moreno was elected to 

the presidency as the heir of Correa’s left-wing, 

progressive agenda. However, shortly after his 
ascension to the presidency, Moreno broke with 

the Correista agenda and, nowadays, Moreno and 

Correa exchange nothing but blows. 
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     At the end of 2019, Ecuador’s national court 

of justice ratified the preventive detention against 

Correa’s ally and former vice president, Jorge 

Glas, on charges of alleged bribery, illicit 
association and influence peddling. Correa 

himself, who has settled in Belgium since leaving 

office, has been charged by Ecuador’s judiciary 

with similar crimes and misdemeanors. The 

former president and his numerous allies 
denounce the charges as political prosecution and 

write Lenin Moreno off as a traitor who deceived 

Ecuador by running his campaign under the 

Correa brand, but who governs as a right-wing 

technocrat. 
     For his part, Moreno also denounces the 

influence of Correa and his “pink tide” allies in 

the region, including Venezuelan President 

Nicolas Maduro, have in the protests and other 

plots that have disrupted his administration and 
cost millions of dollars for the commerce and 

transportation industries. 

     As Ecuador prepares for presidential elections 

in February 2021, right-wing figures, like Jaime 

Nebot and Guillermo Lasso, are seeking to return 
the country toward proper conservative and 

market-friendly governance. However, these 

traditional right-wing parties are finding that 

Lenin Moreno has shifted to occupy the center 

right of the political spectrum and already 
incarnates many of the policies that the right 

champions. Simultaneously, serious mobilization 

and debate are ongoing among Ecuador’s 

populist and progressive parties, including talks 

of Rafael Correa’s potential return from exile. 
     As Ecuador celebrates 20 years since it 

adopted the US dollar as its official currency, the 

country’s economy — and its relationship with 

the United States and organizations like the IMF 

— remain contentious issues that will mark its 
political future during the upcoming year. 

 

*Glenn Ojeda Vega is a business development 

and international policy professional working 
with a data analytics firm based in Washington 

DC. German Peinado Delgado is a business 

project manager and international relations 

professional based in Bogota, Colombia. 

 

 

When It Comes to Investing, a 

Company’s History Is Key 
Sunil Asnani 
February 11, 2020 

 

Lord Byron’s adage, “The best prophet of the 

future is the past,” applies to investing as well. 

 
ever did I realize growing up that the 

subject I hated most would prove to be 

the most useful. No, I am not speaking 

about mathematics. Luckily, I was rather decent 

at the subject that many of my friends dreaded. 
The subject that I feared was none other than 

history. With its innumerable dates of battles and 

names of kings, it seemed not only boring but 

also terrifying when tests came around. 

     Now that I don’t face the pressure to 
memorize for tests, I have learned to love history. 

In fact, the first thing I do before investing in a 

company is study its past. This exercise gives me 

clarity on the quality of the company’s business 

and the capabilities of its leadership, the two 
most important drivers of value creation and 

stock market performance. I have come to believe 

that reconstructing and understanding a 

company’s history forms the very first principle 

of fundamental investing. 
 

A Bad History 

As an investor, I have analyzed hundreds of 

companies. On one occasion, I zeroed in on an 

Indian pharmaceutical company. On paper, it 
looked impressive. The company was growing 

rapidly, it had high profitability and an 

impressive pipeline of drugs that it was planning 

to launch in developed markets. I sought a 
meeting with senior management, and the chief 

financial officer briefed me about the company. 

     The CFO spun me a tale of his company’s 

rapid growth. He described the acquisition of 
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several businesses in many geographies. I asked 

the gentleman questions about each acquisition. I 

wanted to know the rationale for each acquisition. 

I wanted to know how things transpired after the 
acquisition. Did the actual synergies turn out to 

be less or more than the anticipated ones? What 

did the CFO and his colleagues learn from each 

acquisition? 

     During my conversation with the CFO, I 
realized that the management team put a 

premium on growing rapidly. Mergers and 

acquisitions were its favored method and had 

become second nature to the company. However, 

the M&A strategy seemed to be poorly thought 
through. Many of the past acquisitions by the 

company had not worked out well. More 

importantly, the management team had not really 

learned from its mistakes. 

     I concluded that the senior management was 
incentivized to show top-line growth, which in 

the investment world refers to a company’s 

revenues or gross sales. However, sustainable and 

profitable growth is what matters and the 

management team did not seem to be focused on 
it. There was another fly in the ointment. The 

company was not developing any core 

competency to distinguish itself from its peers. It 

was clear that more focused competitors would 

one day eat its lunch, so I passed on the 
opportunity to invest in the company. It is a 

decision that time has since vindicated. 

 

A Good History 

In one of my fishing-for-investment expeditions, 
I ran into yet another pharmaceutical company 

with relatively small market capitalization. In 

investor speak, I came across a small cap pharma 

company exporting to an emerging market. 

Normally, such markets are sketchy high 
receivables, the term accountants use for bills due 

from a company’s customers. In emerging 

markets, not only does it take a long time to 

collect receivables, but there is also a high default 
rate because some customers refuse or are unable 

to pay. 

     The small cap pharma company had piqued 

my fancy because it had negative working capital 

— a term investors use for the capital a business 

needs for its day-to-day operations. The company 
had negative working capital because its 

customers were paying in advance before getting 

their drugs. Such a phenomenon is unheard of. 

Therefore, I had many questions for the founder 

who turned out to be a poor communicator prone 
to going off on tangents. I had to constantly drag 

him back to the issues in question. 

     As usual, the most important issue for me was 

the founder’s and his company’s history. I 

wanted to learn how the company began, how it 
evolved, and why its market capital was a few 

hundred million dollars instead of a few billion. 

After all, the company had been listed on the 

stock market for 20 years. What the founder told 

me is the most fascinating story I have ever 
heard. 

     It turned out that the founder listed the 

company on the stock exchange because he had 

no money to set up his first factory. I almost fell 

out of my chair when I heard this. As an investor, 
I would have expected the founder to go to 

venture capitalists or private equity shops. 

Approaching a bank for a loan was another 

possibility that I could countenance. However, 

going to the public market right from the get go is 
something that never occurred to me. 

     The founder calmly pointed out to me that my 

assumptions were flawed. Two decades ago, 

there was no venture capital or private equity in 

his country, and bank loans were expensive for 
small operators. Often, businesses had to bribe 

bank managers as well. In contrast, accessing 

capital through the stock market was cheaper. Of 

course, the downside was that the founder had to 

dilute his equity stake. 
     Listing the company on the stock market was 

only the first hurdle for the founder. It transpired 

that he had the wrong partners. After an initial 

growth phase, the company hit choppy waters. 
Overseas distributors simply did not pay the 

money they owed, causing the company in turn to 

default on its debts. This was a time when this 
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extraordinary company went through a near-

death moment. The partners dropped out and 

creditors turned on the screws. If the founder was 

a lesser man, he would have thrown in the towel. 
Instead, he moved to Africa. 

     On a new continent, this intrepid entrepreneur 

set up a restaurant. Many people from his country 

came there to eat. Among his customers, he 

identified those who could be clients for his 
pharmaceutical business. The founder started 

selling directly to them, cutting out all 

middlemen. Soon, these new customers brought 

in enough cash to support the pharma company’s 

operations. The founder then closed the 
restaurant and went back full time to his 

pharmaceuticals business. 

     After Africa, the founder eyed Latin America. 

Here again, he found that distributors often paid 

late or did not pay at all. So, he found some poor 
teenagers with fire in their bellies in his country 

and paid for their Spanish lessons. They went on 

to become his distributors and partners. Today, 

they pay him in advance for his drugs, 

eliminating much of his business risk. 
     The history of the founder and his company 

taught me a few business lessons that I had failed 

to learn either at Wharton or McKinsey. First, fire 

in the belly matters more than polish when it 

comes to entrepreneurship. It is better to invest in 
a founder who can fall off the saddle and then 

climb back again instead of someone who wears 

a nice suit and speaks in smooth cadences. 

     Second, in the pharmaceutical business, it is 

not just research that matters. Distribution is key, 
especially in those emerging markets where life 

is a bit rough, laws often exist only on paper and 

business operates only on trust. Finally, the 

financials of a company only make sense when 

investors understand its fundamentals. Only then 
can they model the future and make prudent 

decisions. 

 

*Sunil Asnani is the founder and managing 
partner of First Principles Funds. 

 

 

After Its Win in Delhi, Is the AAP En 

Route to Replace the BJP? 
Atul Singh & Manu Sharma 

February 12, 2020 

 

India’s ruling party has merely lost face for 

now but might lose power in the future. 

 

ntil recently, elections in Delhi were not a 

big deal. In fact, the act that governs the 

National Capital Territory of Delhi grants 

very limited autonomy to the city administration. 
Some derisively call elections for the Delhi 

government to be a glorified municipality 

contest. That derision may be misjudged. The 

Delhi election is a key event in India’s electoral 

calendar. 
     Delhi has ballooned into a bulging 

megalopolis of millions of immigrants. Its native 

population is insignificant, and it has no 

distinctive cultural base. Voters in Delhi form a 

microcosm of the entire country. 
     Furthermore, India’s national media is based 

in Delhi. Foreign correspondents swan around in 

posh clubs and fancy five-star hotels. Delhi is 

redolent with memories. After all, it was home to 

regal Mughal splendor and the seat of imperial 
British power. Therefore, Delhi elections are a 

big deal. 

     On February 11, Arvind Kejriwal, of the Aam 

Aadmi Party (AAP), won 62 out of the 70 seats 

for the Delhi Legislative Assembly. Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party 

(BJP) got a mere 8 seats. The all-powerful Home 

Minister Amit Shah personally campaigned in the 

streets of Delhi with more than 200 members of 

Parliament in tow, to little effect. Modi’s 

trademark oratory did not work either. The BJP 

was humbled by what is essentially now a one-

man party. 

 
How Did David Beat Goliath? 

In recent years, the BJP has become an electoral 

juggernaut. Last year, it won all the 

parliamentary seats in the national election. This 

U 



 

 

Fair Observer Monthly | 14 

 

year, the Dilliwalas who voted resoundingly for 

Modi have now switched loyalties to Kejriwal. 

Why? 

     If we were to believe the simplistic narrative 
of The New York Times, development politics 

trumped divisive campaigning. Kejriwal has 

delivered better services and, therefore, voters 

rewarded the AAP. This certainly has an element 

of truth. In the last five years, the Kejriwal 
government improved state-run schools, 

delivered primary health care at the community 

level and provided an electricity subsidy to low-

income households. 

     Yet the wise experts who write for the 
venerable New York publication forget an 

inconvenient truth. There is little to separate the 

economic policies of the AAP and the BJP. Both 

practice socialism. The BJP’s Sanatan socialism 

has provided medical insurance, a limited basic 
income and reservations to the poor. It has also 

ended the billionaire raj that many were 

concerned about. So, why choose the AAP over 

the BJP? 

     Some credit a bad budget a few days ago that 
took away tax exemptions from the middle class. 

Delhi is a city crawling with armies of 

government employees who wanted to punish the 

BJP. Combine them with the poor and the anti-

BJP Muslims, and you have a winning voting 
bloc. Apparently, the BJP’s recent policies on 

Kashmir, citizenship and the Ram temple have all 

backfired. 

     The truth might be a bit more subtle. Kejriwal 

is a canny operator. He has sensed the changing 
zeitgeist. Indians support the BJP’s Kashmir 

policy. So does Kejriwal. The citizenship 

legislation does not bother most Indians, and the 

Ram temple is a fait accompli. Neither issue gets 

much attention from Kejriwal. A uniform civil 
code might finally be on its way, ending special 

laws of marriage, inheritance, charities, etc., for 

minorities. The BJP has taken away the right of 

Muslim men to instantly divorce their wives by 
uttering the talaq thrice. The AAP is not much 

fussed about it. 

     Instead, the AAP has focused on delivering 

services, and its model is very different to the 

BJP. Kejriwal has gone hammer and tongs on the 

bureaucracy. As a former taxman, he understands 
that people on the street abhor India’s corrupt, 

inefficient and arrogant bureaucrats. In contrast, 

Modi rules through his blue-eyed boys, a practice 

that even loyal members of his own party 

viscerally detest. 
     The AAP means the “common man’s party” in 

Hindi and is responding to his concerns. 

Government schools are a key example. For 

decades, they have functioned poorly. Even those 

who live in slums prefer sending their children to 
private schools by spending an arm and a leg. 

The AAP has finally made government schools 

work. Unsurprisingly, its education crusader, 

Atishi Marlena, has won by a whopping 11,000 

votes. 
 

What Does This Mean for the Future? 

The international media have failed to notice one 

key development. The Congress party did not win 

a single seat in Delhi, a city that was its fiefdom 
until as recently as 2013. Since the 1970s, the 

Congress has been a family business dominated 

by the Nehru family. The grand old party of 

Indian politics won a measly 4% of the total 

votes. This family firm has clearly run out of 
steam. 

     In Maharashtra, the Congress has got into bed 

with Shiv Sena, a party to the right of the BJP. 

Furthermore, its economics are to the right of 

most other parties. Its star leaders might still be 
slick, but remain shady. More importantly, they 

have no clear strategy and have lost all energy. 

The Delhi election shows that the AAP has eaten 

the Congress’s lunch in India’s national capital. 

     It is not just the Congress that has crumbled. 
The communist parties that ruled Kerala and 

West Bengal for decades are now withering 

away. Both the BJP and the AAP have adopted 

socialism even as the left embraced economic 
liberalization. With ambitious upstarts stealing 

their clothes, the left can only peddle a cultural 
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agenda for which there are few takers. Marx does 

not sell easily in the land of Hanuman. 

     The AAP is now the de facto national 

opposition party. Occupying center stage in 
Delhi, Kejriwal is assured of a national limelight 

for another five years. His Delhi model is now a 

counter to Modi’s Gujarat model. As stated 

earlier, Modi and Shah rely on bureaucrats to 

carry out his will. Kejriwal and Marlena focus on 
reducing bureaucratic interference in the lives of 

the people. Delhi voters clearly approve. 

     In this election, the BJP’s mighty machinery 

moved into full gear against the AAP. Its victory 

has sent a signal to all regional parties as to how 
to fight the BJP. Many might adopt the Delhi 

model with its focus on populist grassroots 

democracy. Better provision of education, health, 

water and electricity, along with lesser police 

interference in people’s lives, might be a winning 
strategy in future elections. 

     As of now, Modi is still popular and would 

win a national election. However, the BJP is 

mismanaging the economy. India’s banks are 

bust, credit markets are frozen, jobs are scarce, 
unemployment is high and demand is in the 

doldrums. Like Indira Gandhi, Nehru’s imperious 

daughter, Modi has concentrated power in his 

hands, weakening the BJP’s bench strength. At 

some point, voters will look for an alternative. If 
Kejriwal can stop being a one-man band, then the 

AAP could one day replace the BJP. 

 

*Atul Singh is the founder, CEO and editor-in-

chief of Fair Observer. He has taught political 
economy at the University of California, 

Berkeley and been a visiting professor of 

humanities and social sciences at the Indian 

Institute of Technology, Gandhinagar. Manu 

Sharma is a political analyst with an 
international footprint. A dynamic, young 

thought leader in the field of global political 

research, communications strategy, public policy 

and political economy, Sharma has served in 
financial institutions, international organizations 

and media bodies across four continents. 

 

Libya Is a Problem for All of Africa 
Swaleh Ochieng 

February 14, 2020 
 

The Libyan Civil War is a vortex that traps 

migrants and draws in fighters from all over 

Africa. 

 
s General Khalifa Haftar’s troops 

continue to battle the UN-recognized 

Government of National Accord for the 

control of Libya’s capital Tripoli in a “final 

push,” it is evident things might get worse than 
they already are for the country that has been 

engulfed in conflict since 2011. Despite 

prolonged conflict in what was once one of 

Africa’s more stable economies, the African 

Union has not shown much commitment to 
helping solve the crisis in Libya that is affecting 

other African nations across the continent. 

     Thanks to its strategic position, porous 

borders, lawlessness and an abundance of militia 

groups, smugglers and cartels, thousands of 
Africans — mostly from Ghana, Nigeria, 

Cameroon, Zambia, Senegal, Gambia, Benin, 

Niger, Sudan and countries in the Horn of Africa 

— risk their lives traveling across the Sahara 

desert into Libya. They then follow the 
Mediterranean route, paying ruthless traffickers 

at least $1,000 to be smuggled into Europe. 

     Most of the migrants say they save for years to 

meet the expenses for this journey to a better life. 

Desperate to escape poverty, disease, 
unemployment and conflict, only a small fraction 

of the thousands of migrants actually manage to 

set foot in Europe. 

 

Desperate Journeys 

Before they get far, many die in the desert. They 

either fall off the back of the overcrowded pickup 

trucks or collapse due to immense heat. The 

stopovers in Tripoli, which can last months or 
even years, give immigrants an opportunity to 

work casual jobs to meet the expenses of the next 

phase of the journey to Europe. But vulnerable 
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migrants are often kidnapped by rival smugglers 

fighting for the control of the lucrative human 

trafficking business only to be released after their 

families back home pay a ransom. 
     For those who manage to make it past these 

hurdles, the actualization of the European dream 

is still nowhere in sight. While thousands manage 

to cross the Mediterranean Sea into Europe, many 

drown in the sea along with their dreams of a 
good life, never to be found. According to the 

International Organization for Migration, at least 

1,041 people died in the Mediterranean in 2019, a 

decrease from 2,299 in 2018. 

     Thousands of African migrants in Libya who 
are either intercepted at sea by the Libyan 

coastguard or arrested in Tripoli or during their 

journey trying to enter or leave Libya, are being 

detained in inhumane detention centers across the 

country, some of them in conflict areas. Those 
held in these centers are said to number at least 

5,000 and have no access to medical attention or 

adequate food. Overcrowding means disease, 

making life in Libya no different, or perhaps even 

worse than the epidemics they are running away 
from in their home countries. There are 

widespread allegations of malnutrition, torture 

and risk of auctioned off into modern-day slavery 

for as little as $400. 

     In July 2019, 44 were killed and 133 injured, 
the majority of them from Sudan, Eritrea and 

Somalia, after an air raid on a migrant and 

refugee center near a military camp in Tajoura 

suburb of Tripoli. The section of the center hit 

held some 150 of the 600 migrants and refugees. 
The UN-recognized government blamed Khalifa 

Haftar for the attacks. The UN has since called 

for the dismantling of the detention centers 

saying they are not fit to house migrants. 

     While Sudanese were demonstrating and 
waging a revolution back at home in 2019 and 

trying to cope with and initiate a successful post-

dictatorship era, some of their young men who 

could help rebuild the nation, which was under 
the rule of Omar al-Bashir for 30 years, were 

being recruited to fight alongside Khalifa Haftar 

in Libya. 

     In August 2019, the newly formed transitional 

government of Sudan intercepted seven members 

of the Revolutionary Awakening Council from 

Sudan’s Darfur ethnic group who were alleged to 
be headed to Libya to fight in Haftar’s Libyan 

National Army. In November, the UN accused 

Sudan and Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo, the head 

of Sudan’s Rapid Support Forces, which has its 

roots in the infamous Janjaweed militia and has 
carried out brutal counterinsurgency operations in 

Darfur as recently as 2015, of violating UN 

sanctions by deploying 1,000 troops to Libya. 

     Almost a decade since the beginning of the 

Libya crisis that grew out of the 2011 Arab 
Spring, the war in Libya does not seem to be 

nearing a resolution, with foreign interference 

and outside interests clashing on the ground in 

the oil-rich county. The ongoing conflict means 

that more immigrants will be detained in Libya. 
Some will die in the Mediterranean or, as 

Haftar’s offensive continues, African fighters will 

end up joining Libya’s warring factions. 

     The European Union and the United Nations 

continue, with more than questionable results 
thus far, to look for strategies to stem the refugee 

crisis in which Libya is a major point of passage. 

But it is the responsibility of African leaders, 

especially in West Africa, to create employment 

opportunities and encourage small-scale 
enterprise to keep their citizens away from the 

temptations and the hopelessness that drive them 

toward Libya. 

 

*Swaleh Ochieng is a Kenyan journalist, author 
and researcher. 

 

 

India’s Muslim Minority Should Join 

the National Mainstream 
Ishtiaq Ahmed 
February 17, 2020 

 

Muslims in India must get rid of their ghetto 

mentality, embrace modern education and an 
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Indian identity based on humanism, not 

religion. 

 

ver since the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) enacted the Citizenship Amendment 

Act that discriminates specifically against 

Muslim asylum seekers, India’s Muslim minority 

has been protesting and agitating. It is reacting 

against what it perceives to be majoritarian 
tyranny that has been exacerbated by the rise of 

the “Saffron brigade.” 

     Muslim protests would not have carried much 

weight without the support of the enlightened 

sections of the majority Hindu community. Other 
minority communities have also supported the 

protests, amplifying the voice of India’s Muslims. 

In fact, the best Indian minds have followed their 

conscience and spoken out against the new 

citizenship law. They argue that it is a flagrant 
violation of the spirit of the Indian Constitution, 

which is based on inclusion, secularism, 

pluralism and democracy. 

 

Time to Leave the Ghetto and Integrate 

In keeping with the inclusive spirit of the 

constitution, Muslim leaders must now integrate 

and even assimilate into the Indian mainstream. 

Their leaders and opinion leaders must 

understand that they are an indivisible part of the 
Indian nation. So, opposing some of the symbols 

of this young nation such as Vande Mataram, the 

Sanskrit hymn to the motherland, is 

counterproductive. Similarly, invoking Islamic 

imagery in politics is equally unhelpful to India 
and their own interests. 

     Similarly, Indian Muslims must not get 

insulated into a ghetto mentality fomented by 

conventional mullahs. The ulema have created all 

sorts of cultural and psychological hurdles for 
Indian Muslims to get a modern education. This 

means that they are unable to claim their 

legitimate rights as citizens of India, which 

include schools, hospitals, roads and basic 
services. This ghetto mentality has been a key 

factor why Indian Muslims have been left behind 

economically and educationally. 

     It is indubitable that sections of Hindu society 

have deep contempt for Muslims, which has been 

nurtured for a very long time. Furthermore, the 

Indian state has failed to adopt policies that could 
help poor Muslims break out of the stranglehold 

of poverty and illiteracy. Both prejudice and 

policy have exacerbated the overall bad situation 

Indian Muslims find themselves in. 

     Currently, different communities in India are 
governed by different laws determining marriage, 

divorce, inheritance, etc. These laws are based on 

religion. The BJP has long been planning to 

replace different laws governing personal matters 

of citizens and draft a uniform civil code. The 
Indian Supreme Court has repeatedly called for 

such a code. 

     In 1985, the Supreme Court delivered a 

judgment in a famous case that granted a nominal 

alimony to an aggrieved divorced Muslim 
woman. The poor 62-year-old mother of five had 

been cast aside by her husband and had no means 

of supporting herself. Now known as the Shah 

Bano case, this judgment has become a landmark 

in Indian history. Conservative mullahs opposed 
this ruling, and Rajiv Gandhi, then the prime 

minister, overturned this enlightened judgment 

through a constitutional amendment to gain the 

Muslim vote. 

     This opportunistic move by the Gandhi 
government caused great harm. It allowed the 

BJP to make the charge of minority appeasement 

and pseudo-secularism. The charge stuck because 

there was an element of truth in it. The winners 

of the dubious constitutional amendment were the 
conservative mullahs and the communal BJP. 

Muslim women and the Muslim community 

ended up as the big losers in the long term. 

     Therefore, if the BJP introduces a bill for a 

uniform civil code, I urge Indian Muslims not to 
oppose it. Such a code would be in keeping with 

the spirit of the Indian Constitution, which is still 

the best bet and hope for all Indian citizens. 

 
Humanism and Pluralism 

Indian Muslims must realize that there is no 

magic solution to their backwardness. They must 
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make an all-out effort to adopt a modern 

worldview even as they remain steadfast to their 

spiritual beliefs. Islam as an identity marker is 

fine, but it should harmonize with an Indian 
identity. 

     The two-nation theory of Mohammad Ali 

Jinnah did great harm to the one-third of the 

Muslims of British India who did not leave for 

Pakistan and remained behind in India. That past 
cannot be undone, but the present is here and 

now. 

     The time has come for Indian Muslims to 

adapt to present realities. They must adopt a 

positive attitude toward other communities. India 
is unique in being a fascinating mosaic of 

ethnicities and languages. Historically, Hinduism 

has enabled this mosaic, which has one great 

quality: It is willing to leave you alone if you 

learn to mind your own business. 
     Hindutva is a political ideology like Zionism 

and Islamism. It is based on the idea that people 

of one religion form a nation. The counterweight 

to this religion-based ideology is humanism. We 

must accept pluralism, fairness and justice as the 
basis for living together in dignity and security as 

the basis of any nation. 

 

*Ishtiaq Ahmed is a retired professor who 

taught at Stockholm University from 1987 to 
2007. 

 

 

Iran Faces Yet Another 

Undemocratic Election 
Biryar Meriwani 

February 20, 2020 

 
In Iran, a sham election is the only way for the 

governing regime to preserve its rule. 

 

n February 21, yet another nominal 
election will take place in Iran, coming 

on the heels of widespread protests in 

over 100 cities at the end of last year. It was the 

third time that the Iranian government faced 

protests in the last decade and the biggest since 

the Islamic Revolution of 1979. According to 

various reports, anywhere between 300 and 1,500 

may have been killed since the protests broke out 
in November after the government raised the 

price of petrol, with many more injured and 

thousands arrested. 

     The regime has been trying to restore its 

legitimacy by any means necessary ever since. It 
has been pleading with its people to vote, while at 

the same time stripping them of the right to 

nominate candidates. Almost the entire 

opposition is boycotting this parliamentary 

election, stating that a vote is a bullet to the heart 
of every citizen. Even some reformists within the 

regime announced that they are disinclined to 

cast their ballot. 

     In this context, understanding the origins of 

the latest protests helps to highlight the fact that 
the sham election is the only way for this 

absolute government by a small elite to preserve 

its rule.     

     This is not the first time that the Iranian 

regime lost its legitimacy. This new wave of 
protesters brought together just the latest of the 

many disillusioned with the government in 

Tehran. Following its vicious crackdown, the 

authorities once again attempted to regain lost 

legitimacy in various ways. The Islamic Republic 
of Iran usually uses religious rituals, hero-

worshipping and the specter of national enemies 

to consolidate people and preserve the Islamic 

system. 

     The assassination in a US drone strike of Quds 
Force General Qassem Soleimani, well known 

for his heavy-handed suppression of protests in 

Iran and beyond, gave the regime an opportunity 

to hail him as a hero, to mobilize the masses into 

a spectacular funeral and thus divert attention 
from the real crisis. 

     Then, the shooting down of the Ukrainian 

airliner on January 8 in what Tehran has called an 

“unforgivable mistake” again exposed the 
regime’s lies and disrupted all its plans and 

displays. People became angry and came out 

again to protest against the regime, but not on a 
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large scale because of the wariness of the 

regime’s trigger-happy response. Unlike the 

funeral of its hero Soleimani, the regime didn’t 

allow people to publicly commemorate those 
killed in the crash. 

     The undemocratic and religious government in 

Iran has never had much regard for human rights. 

In fact, the leaders and politicians of the regime 

have reduced the concept of “the people” to a 
small group of those in power. For them, the 

interests of that group mean the interests of 

people, even though these interests diverge 

significantly. 

     Iran is home to numerous nationalities, many 
of whom were previously colonized by imperial 

Persia, including Kurdish, Turkish, Arab and 

Baloch ethnic groups, alongside other small 

ethnic minorities. Yet only the Persian ethnic 

majority has political and cultural rights. Only 
Persian, the official language, is taught at school, 

part of the government forceful approach to 

assimilation. In addition to all these levels of 

discrimination, the religious regime implements a 

radical and extremist interpretation of Islamic law 
that doesn’t recognize women’s rights. As a 

result, half of the population of Iran lacks basic 

individual freedoms. 

     Apart from the issue of nationalities, there is 

also the problem of religion. Out of a population 
of 80 million, the majority are Shia Muslims, 

with 25% Sunni Muslims and small minorities of 

Jews, Christians, Zoroastrians, Yarsan and Bahai. 

None of the religious minorities, including the 

Sunnis, have any political rights and often lack 
socio-cultural and economic rights. 

     There are also no independent political parties, 

no freedom of the press or expression, no 

democratic elections, no participation of various 

marginalized groups in politics, and so on. Only 
some governmental and religious political groups 

who are Shia Persians have an opportunity to 

exercise their political rights. The dominant 

political power doesn’t allow any change in the 
status quo. There is no liberty, equality or justice. 

 

Bullets of the Regime 

Last year, the regime, despite the abundant 

resources of oil and gas in its control, suddenly 

tripled the price of petrol. As a result, the price of 

almost everything else went up as well. With 
purchasing power thus reduced, people have been 

unable to cover their basic needs and were left 

with no choice but to rise up against the regime. 

And the regime, in turn, has no choice but to 

continue suppressing them. It needs ever more 
violence and ever more money to preserve itself, 

and to carry on supporting terrorist groups in the 

region. 

     For four decades now people have protested 

against this regime for which, since it has no real 
legitimacy, violence is the only option. At first 

people protested for social and political freedom, 

but they were suppressed even when the regime 

was not under the weight of US sanctions. Then 

they were suppressed for demanding human 
rights and civic freedoms, and now for 

demanding the fulfillment of their basic needs. 

Those who demanded political freedom and 

human rights were killed, jailed or have left the 

country. Now it is the turn of those who demand 
basic necessities to face the same fate. 

     On the eve of the election, the suppressed 

people are asked to vote. But this regime is not of 

the people, and it has meted out such violence 

against them because it is completely alienated 
from them. For many in Iran, their votes would 

turn into bullets used by the regime against the 

next generation. 

     The last wave of protests has strongly affected 

the regime’s election campaign. Nevertheless, it 
will push ahead with the election to demonstrate 

its nominal legitimacy, although, being a 

religious regime with divine sanction, it doesn’t 

need real democratic legitimacy. But people of 

Iran are gradually waking up to the origin of all 
their problems, and it is only a matter of time 

until the violence meted out against them will 

simply not be enough to stymie change. 

 
*The author would like to remain anonymous 

and has used a pseudonym. 
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China’s Influence Dampens 

International Response to 

Coronavirus Outbreak 
Daniel Wagner 

February 24, 2020 

 
China’s influence at the WHO — and the 

WHO’s susceptibility to being influenced by 

Beijing — are putting lives at risk around the 

globe. 

 
hina has not exactly had difficulty 

projecting its power within the existing 

system of multilateral organizations. A 

Chinese national is now in charge of four of the 

15 specialized agencies of the United Nations: 
the Food and Agriculture Organization, the 

International Civil Aviation Organization, the UN 

Industrial Development Organization and the 

International Telecommunication Union. By 

comparison, a French national leads two 
specialized agencies, the International Monetary 

Fund and the UN Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization; the United Kingdom leads 

one, the International Labor Organization; and 

the US leads the World Bank Group, UN 

Children’s Fund and the World Food Program. 

     The US contributed between 22% and 28% of 

the UN’s various agency budgets in 2018. By 

contrast, China contributed just 8% of the UN’s 

regular budget from 2016 to 2018, which will rise 
to approximately 12% by 2021. So why does 

China have more leadership roles and receive 

more recognition for its smaller contributions? 

Unlike China, US contributions have been large, 

consistent and taken for granted by other member 

states. Unlike the US, China rarely demands 

budgetary restraint or reforms that inconvenience 

the UN or member states, which may account for 

at least part of its appeal. 
     It is also worth noting that China has not 

hesitated to use its veto power at the UN, even on 

issues that other nations find particularly 

sensitive. China has used its vote to block 

Security Council resolutions 12 times since 1971. 

All but three of those vetoes have occurred since 

2007 and served to prevent Security Council 

action against such states as Myanmar, Syria, 

Venezuela and Zimbabwe. 
     Since 2013, China has become increasingly 

assertive in UN human rights institutions, 

promoting its own interpretation of international 

norms and mechanisms. Beijing appears to be 

interested in expanding its influence within the 
UN, not because it supports the organization’s 

founding principles, but rather to alter UN 

programs and policies in ways that will benefit 

Chinese priorities in the future. 

 
Raising Eyebrows 

The same appears to be true with the World 

Health Organization. Earlier this month, the 

WHO director general, Tedros Adhanom 

Ghebreyesus, sat next to President Xi Jinping in 
Beijing and offered effusive praise for Xi’s and 

the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) 

transparency and management of the COVID-19 

outbreak. This is despite the fact that the Chinese 

government initially tried to hide the outbreak 
from its people and the rest of the world as the 

virus spiraled out of control, and criticized 

numerous other governments for trying to prevent 

its spread beyond China’s borders by cutting off 

travel to and from the country. 
     Quite apart from the many concerns that have 

been expressed about the wisdom and efficacy of 

the WHO following its poor response to the West 

African Ebola crisis in 2014-17, Ghebreyesus’ 

eyebrow-raising public statements about the 
Chinese government’s response to COVID-19 

raise questions about both his and the 

organization’s own transparency and allegiances. 

According to the WHO’s website, its total 

funding is just over $6 billion. The US is the 
largest national contributor to the WHO’s budget, 

at approximately 15%. The next largest national 

contributor is the UK, at about 7%. 

     By contrast, Chinese funding of the WHO 
jumped 58% between 2014 and 2019, from $12 

million to $19 million, which amounts to just 

0.23% of the agency’s budget. That has not 
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stopped Beijing from exerting influence and 

punching well above its weight at the WHO. 

     A Chatham House report has noted that the 

WHO is highly politicized and bureaucratic, and 
is dominated by medical staff seeking medical 

solutions to what are often social and economic 

problems, and are often too timid to approach 

controversial issues, too overstretched and too 

slow to adapt to change. If any multilateral body 
needs to be nimble and sure-footed, it is the 

WHO, which relies on its member states to 

provide the essential data necessary to make 

critical decisions impacting the lives of millions 

of people around the world. Given its current 
performance and that during the SARS outbreak 

in 2002-03, relying on Beijing to provide that 

information is a particularly dangerous 

proposition. 

 
Tightrope Walking 

The fact that the Ethiopian government is 

Marxist, that Ghebreyesus has served as its health 

minister, that China is Ethiopia’s largest foreign 

investor and that Beijing plans to build new 
headquarters for the African Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention in Addis Ababa has 

apparently prompted Ghebreyesus to walk a tight 

rope between requesting accurate and timely 

information from Beijing versus upsetting Xi and 
the CCP. Doing so is potentially imperiling the 

lives of tens or hundreds of thousands of people 

around the world. Ethiopian Airways continues to 

fly to Beijing. 

     During the SARS epidemic, the Chinese 
government did not report the outbreak for 

months and refused to provide access to WHO 

experts. The WHO did not declare a global health 

emergency for COVID-19 until January 30, 

nearly two months after the outbreak began and 
10 days after it had been confirmed that human-

to-human contact was a source of infection. It 

still has not declared the virus a global health 

pandemic despite the fact that it has spread to 
more than two dozen countries, with serious 

recent spikes in South Korea, Japan and now 

Italy. 

     Beijing’s influence at the UN prevented 

Taiwan from becoming a UN member state, and 

its influence in the WHO has prevented Taipei 

from becoming a member of the organization. 
That not only potentially imperils the health of 23 

million Taiwanese citizens, but also the more 

than 50 million foreigners who travel to or from 

Taiwan each year. 

     The Chinese government’s influence in a 
variety of multilateral organizations, whether the 

UN, the WHO or multilateral development banks, 

is putting at risk the concepts of good governance 

and the rule of law. Its influence at the WHO — 

and the WHO’s susceptibility to being influenced 
by Beijing — are ultimately putting many lives at 

risk around the globe. It is incumbent upon these 

organizations to recognize the gaps, 

inconsistencies and flaws that make them 

susceptible to such influence and to do something 
meaningful about it. Regrettably, at this time of 

great need, the world cannot rely on either China 

or the WHO to act based on transparency and 

accurate information. The world’s other 

governments will have to rely on themselves for 
that. 

 

*Daniel Wagner is the founder and CEO of 

Country Risk. 

 

 

Will a Struggling Global Economy 

Survive the Coronavirus? 
Atul Singh 

February 25, 2020 

 

The coronavirus outbreak is putting a clearly 

unsustainable global economy to the test. 

 

n February 24, the World Health 

Organization declared that the world 

should prepare for a possible coronavirus 
pandemic. Outbreaks in South Korea, Iran and 

Italy have caused alarm. Clearly, the virus has 

traveled widely and rapidly. Authorities have 

canceled concerts, carnivals and football matches 
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as well as closed schools, imposed curfews and 

restricted travel. Despite these measures, 

COVID-19 has now spread to about 30 countries 

and infected tens of thousands of people. 
     Stock markets from New York and London to 

Hong Kong and Mumbai have crashed. They are 

waking up to the fact that the Chinese economy is 

in big trouble. Zhu Min, a former official of the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), estimates 
that the Chinese GDP might have lost $196 

billion this year already. 

     Tourism has been hit badly. Consumer 

spending has decreased. Factories are struggling 

to keep up production. As a result, the global 
supply chain has been disrupted. Stores might run 

short of both clothes and iPhones, as well as face 

masks and essential pharmaceuticals. 

 

Epidemic Woes 

The coronavirus outbreak has turned out to be 

what Nassim Nicholas Taleb calls a black swan 

event. It was unpredictable. Its effect on the 

global economy, however, might be a touch more 

predictable. In July 2019, Nouriel Roubini, an 
economist popularly known as Dr. Doom, 

foresaw “the trade and tech war and cold war” 

between the US and China leading to 

deglobalization, decoupling of the global 

economy and a global recession. 
     Roubini was not alone predicting doom and 

gloom. In October 2019, an article in Bloomberg 

reported that the global economy was wobbling. 

It worried that the first recession since 2009 

might be nigh. After all, bond traders were 
bearish, and $14 trillion of bonds were yielding 

negative rates. 

     The main worry for the writers at Bloomberg 

was the trade war US President Donald Trump 

had unleashed on China. This war had led to a 
manufacturing malaise, with businesses cutting 

back investment. Brexit and other geopolitical 

issues also muddied waters. Central banks 

seemed to have run out of ammunition. After all, 
there are limits to pumping money into the 

economy. 

     The article went on to reassure readers that the 

risk of recession for the US economy was just 

25%. So, even if the rest of the world went belly 

up, the US would be alright. Hiring sprees had 
boosted consumer confidence, and the Fed had 

cut rates twice in 2019. Other central banks were 

also flushing money into the global economy 

through more quantitative easing. 

     A month after the Bloomberg piece, 
Raghuram Rajan, the former governor of the 

Central Bank of India, argued that the biggest 

threat to the economy came from the White 

House. He saw uncertainty over trade dampening 

investment and growth. Rajan worried about 
geopolitical risk such as a crisis in the Middle 

East that could spike the price of oil, triggering 

inflationary pressures. In a wishy-washy end to 

an underwhelming article, he claimed that “If the 

world had fewer wannabe strongmen, the global 
economy would be much stronger.” Presumably, 

they were the villains who could bring bubonic 

plague and the death of the firstborn to an 

otherwise wonderful world. 

     On February 17, Roubini argued that white, 
not black, swans would cause predictable global 

crises before the US presidential election. A 

deeply divided US would face four horsemen of 

the apocalypse: China, Russia, Iran and North 

Korea. This would lead to chaos, conflict and 
financial collapse. Like astrologers’ tales, Dr. 

Doom’s prognostications must be taken with a 

healthy pinch of salt. Yet he does have a point 

even if the white swans to worry about are 

different to the ones he names. 
 

The Straw That Breaks the Camel’s Back 

There have been plenty of signs that all is not 

well with the global economy. Japan is teetering 

on the brink of recession. Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe’s “three arrows” — monetary easing, fiscal 

stimulus and reforms to revive private investment 

— have not hit the target. After seven years, 

Abenomics is also looking at failure in the face. 
Japan’s lost decades after the bursting of the 

stock market bubble in 1990 look set to continue. 

The economy seems to be sinking because of two 
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millstones around its neck — an aging population 

and gargantuan national debt. 

     Germany, another aging country and Japan’s 

former ally, is in trouble too. Its economy 
flatlined in the final quarter of 2019, growing at 

0%. Exports and spending, both consumer and 

government, have declined. It is fair to say that 

this exporting economy was a victim of Donald 

Trump’s assault on global trade. 
     Even as populism, political polarization, trade 

wars and geopolitical tensions have continued to 

raise concerns, most Wall Street savants have 

been optimistic that the global economy will 

chug along. Continued consumer demand and 
low interest rates by central banks will avoid 

banana peels. Gita Gopinath, the chief economist 

of the IMF, has gone further. She sounded almost 

bullish when she said that, despite the 

coronavirus causing a global pandemic, China 
could have a V-shape recovery. 

     Gopinath is wrong. The post-World War II 

global rules-based order of which she is a high 

priest is dying before our eyes. It might have 

delivered great benefits to many millions in the 
past, but it has now lost its way. The debt-fueled 

orgy driving global trade cannot last forever. 

Trump has taken a sledgehammer to Gopinath’s 

idols and smashed them to smithereens. 

     Instead of singing paeans to free trade, both 
Democrats and Republicans worry about China. 

The Middle Kingdom is the new Soviet Union. 

Some find it even more dangerous than the “Evil 

Empire” given its population, technological 

progress and economic might. China’s grand 
projects such as the Belt and Road Initiative are 

causing unease all the way from New Delhi and 

Tokyo to Berlin and Washington, DC. 

     Machiavellian power politics and 

mercantilism are now back in fashion. The 
inequities of globalization, where a tiny elite has 

siphoned off most benefits, are causing anger 

around the world. So much so that a democratic 

socialist named Bernie Sanders is doing rather 
well in the US, the veritable Mecca of capitalism. 

     Furthermore, quantitative easing (QE) is 

reaching its limits. It did not quite work for Japan 

and is not really working elsewhere either. As the 

amount of money in the economy increases much 

faster than the amount of goods, services or 

assets, QE is causing asset bubbles. The likes of 
Jeff Bezos and Mark Zuckerberg might be fine, 

but the proverbial Tom, Dick and Harry are not. 

That is why they are voting to smash the status 

quo. 

      Now the coronavirus black swan has joined 
other white swans to put a clearly unsustainable 

global economy to the test. It adds to the rising 

paranoia of the Middle Kingdom. When the 

pandemic inevitably goes away, the fear will not. 

The structural imbalances have now been laid 
bare for everyone to see. The global economy 

will not go back to status quo ante whatever its 

high priests say. 

     Coronavirus is China’s Chernobyl. It is 

finishing what Trump’s trade wars started. Global 
supply chains will change. Trade will slowdown. 

The decoupling of China and the US will 

continue. Even as these tectonic changes unfold, 

a global recession has become more probable. 

 
*Atul Singh is the founder, CEO and editor-in-

chief of Fair Observer. 
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The dramatic losses suffered by its centrist 

parties are a cause of grave concern not only 

for Germany, but for all of Europe. 

 
n February 23, Hamburg’s voters were 

called upon to elect a new parliament. 

Hamburg is Germany’s second-largest 

city and its most important port. But, for 
historical reasons, it is also one of Germany’s 16 

Länder, and one of three city-states (the other two 

are Berlin and Bremen), that compose the Federal 

Republic. The Social Democrats (SPD) “won” 
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the election, despite losing almost 7% of the vote 

compared to 2015.   

     The SPD lost many voters to the Greens, who 

doubled their result from 2005 and ended up in 
second place. The big losers of the election were 

Angela Merkel’s Christian Democrats (CDU), 

even if their losses (almost 5%) were smaller than 

those of the SPD. Yet their result, just over 11%, 

marked a historic low for the party, which only a 
decade or so earlier had garnered more than 40% 

of the vote. 

     Hamburg is the state with the highest 

household per capita income. It ranks among the 

top four major German cities in terms of per 
capita disposable income, albeit at quite a 

distance from the leader, Munich. A commercial 

center with an illustrious history — Hamburg 

was a prominent member of the Hanseatic 

League — traditionally oriented more toward 
London than Berlin, Hamburg is known for its 

“hanseatische Weltoffenheit” (Hanseatic 

openness to the world), its Liberalität and 

tolerance of diversity. 

     A few years ago, only 10% of Hamburg 
respondents said they did not want foreigners as 

neighbors, the lowest response rate of all 

Germany. Hardly surprising, the AfD, the radical 

right-wing populist Alternative for Germany 

party, has hardly gained traction in the city. On 
Sunday, it barely made it into the Hamburg 

parliament: Germany has a 5% hurdle; the AfD 

gained 5.3% of the vote. 

 

The New CDU 

Given this profile, Hamburg should be a fertile 

ground for the new CDU as it sought to position 

itself under Merkel: A modern centrist 

Volkspartei (people’s party), open to new 

developments, progressive, going with the times. 
These are hardly empty words. Under Merkel, the 

CDU put women in prominent, even 

unconventional positions. The most recent two 

ministers of defense were and are women — 
Ursula von der Leyen, now president of the 

European Commission, and the hapless Annegret 

Kramp-Karrenbauer, who was positioned to 

succeed Angela Merkel only to see her ambitions 

go up in smoke earlier this month. 

     With Merkel, the CDU accepted over 700,000 

Syrian refugees, more than any other country in 
the European Union. With Merkel, the CDU 

opened itself up to potential coalitions with the 

Greens — a potential recently turned reality in 

Baden-Württemberg, where the CDU is the 

(unexpectedly) junior partner of the Greens. 
     Baden-Württemberg is symptomatic of the 

dramatic decline of the CDU. Unlike Hamburg, 

Baden-Württemberg used to be a CDU 

stronghold. As recently as 2001, the CDU 

garnered 45% of the vote in that year’s state 
election, the Greens just 7.7%. Fifteen years later, 

the CDU was at 27%, the Greens at 30%. That 

year, the CDU won not one seat in the state’s 

major cities, including Stuttgart, the state’s 

capital and largest city. For all practical purposes, 
the CDU had been reduced to a “provincial 

party.”   

     Baden-Württemberg is emblematic of the 

CDU’s downward spiral in the polls, reflected in 

the dismal result of the Hamburg election. Some 
commentators have blamed the party’s disastrous 

showing on the fallout from the farce of the vote 

for prime minister in the state of Thuringia, 

which shook the German political establishment 

to its core. 
     A brief reminder: In order to prevent the 

reelection of the state’s ex-prime minister, who 

happens to come from The Left party — the 

result of a fusion of the Party of Democratic 

Socialism (the successor of the Socialist Unity 
Party, the communist party of the former GDR) 

and disgruntled western German Social 

Democrats — the CDU voted together with the 

AfD for the candidate of the tiny liberal Free 

Democratic Party (FDP). This resulted in a 
political storm that forced the FDP prime 

minister to resign after only one day in office — 

hardly German democracy’s finest moment. 

     The Thuringia vote was unfortunate, 
particularly for the CDU, given the upcoming 

Hamburg state election. But the causes of the 

party’s decline are more profound. They are 
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primarily structural in nature and therefore 

difficult to tackle. 

 

German Conservatism 

Political parties are hardly monolithic constructs. 

In reality, they are composed of a number of 

ideational currents that, more often than not, are 

difficult to reconcile. The CDU has traditionally 

consisted of at least three major currents: 
Catholics, conservatives and economic liberals. 

This explains the catch-all appeal of Christian 

Democracy and its traditionally transversal 

constituency. For instance, although the CDU 

was never a working-class party, it did appeal to 
workers — if they happened to be Catholics. 

     And here lies one of the major problems for 

the CDU: Like other Western societies, Germany 

has witnessed an accelerated pace of 

secularization, particularly among younger 
cohorts. And those who attend mass on a regular 

basis are, as one recent article nonchalantly put it, 

slowly dying out. 

     The problems are equally serious with respect 

to conservatives. Traditionally, meaning until 
1945, German conservatism was largely 

associated with Prussian Protestantism. During 

the Weimar Republic, its most important political 

representative was the German National People’s 

Party of Alfred Hugenberg. Hugenberg was 
instrumental in paving the way for Hitler’s 

seizing power in 1933. And although the 

resistance to Hitler during the Second World War 

was to a significant extent organized by 

conservatives — such as Henning von Treskow, 
one of the leading minds behind the failed 

attempt to kill the führer in 1944 — Hugenberg’s 

support for Hitler thoroughly discredited 

conservatism in postwar Germany. 

     Under Germany’s first chancellor, Konrad 
Adenauer, conservatism meant, above all, the 

preservation of a “natural order” that assigns each 

individual a role in a larger community. Central 

to this concept was the family and its protection 
as the central nucleus of society. This had 

significant implications, particularly for women, 

whose role was supposed to be limited to the 

three Ks: Kinder, Küche, Kirche — children, 

kitchen, church. 

     For instance, until 1958, Germany’s women 

were not allowed to work without explicit 
permission by their husbands. They were not 

allowed to open their own bank accounts until 

1962. And it was not until 1969 that women 

gained complete legal competency. A woman’s 

right to abortion was not granted until 1974, and 
this with strict conditions, generally limited to the 

first 12 weeks of gestation. 

     All of these developments are anathema to the 

conservative view of the world. Yet in recent 

years, things have gotten even worse with the 
success of the LGBTQ community in gaining 

official, and particularly legal, recognition for 

their unions. In 2017, a majority of 

representatives in the German Bundestag, 

including a significant number of members of the 
CDU — who were allowed to vote their 

conscience by Merkel — voted to legalize same-

sex marriage. 

     For the conservatives, this was a disaster. In 

their view, same-sex marriage represents a direct 
assault on the traditional conception of marriage, 

based on the “natural” union between a man and 

a woman, designed for assuring the continuity of 

the community via procreation — in a “natural 

way.” 
 

Downward Spiral 

Undoubtedly, Germany has been confronted with 

enormous changes, as has been the case for the 

rest of advanced liberal democracies. The CDU 
under Merkel has made great efforts to adjust to 

these changes. In the process, however, it has 

managed to disenchant not only a substantial 

segment of its traditional constituency – primarily 

Catholics and conservatives when it comes to 
“lifestyle” questions, but also potential new 

voters. 

     Two examples might make the point. A few 

years ago, the CDU-led government proclaimed 
its commitment to a significant Energiewende, a 

radical reversal of Germany’s energy policy. Yet 

in the meantime, little has changed. Germany still 
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depends to a large extent on coal and, for that 

matter, the environmentally worst kind of coal, 

lignite. While other European countries, such as 

the UK, have managed to wean themselves off 
coal, Germany continues to be addicted to it. 

     Or take tobacco. By now it is well established 

that smoking causes all kinds of health problems, 

from emphysema to cancer. In response, virtually 

all members of the European Union have banned 
public tobacco advertising — except for 

Germany. There, leading representatives of the 

CDU blocked attempts to outlaw public 

advertising for tobacco products — even near 

schools — despite the fact that in Germany, more 
than 100,000 people die as a result of smoking-

related complications every year. Over the past 

few months, things have changed. The CDU has 

agreed to a “phasing out” of public tobacco 

advertising — clearly an instance of too little, too 
late. 

     Under the circumstances, the CDU downward 

spiral in recent years is hardly surprising. On the 

one hand, its turn to the left on cultural issues 

such as same-sex marriage and immigration 
antagonized some of its traditional constituencies, 

a portion of which defected to the AfD. On the 

other hand, its constant caving-in to the demands 

of powerful lobbies, such as the coal industry, 

alienated potential new voters, particularly 
among the young who would rather vote for the 

Greens. 

     In the process, the latter have established 

themselves as a progressive, yet moderate catch-

all party, in tune with western German 
sensitivities (the party has great difficulties in the 

eastern part of the country). Against that, the AfD 

has established itself as the repository of the 

disgruntled, disenchanted and nostalgic, primarily 

in the east. Caught in the middle, Merkel’s CDU 
has been put between the proverbial rock and a 

hard place. The result has been a mixture of 

cluelessness and consternation, which has done 

little to regain confidence in Merkel’s ability to 
lead the CDU out of the morass of its own 

making. 

     For the past two decades, the German public 

has incredulously watched the agony of the 

Social Democrats, a once proud party that has 

seen its support base evaporate in a growing 
number of German states. The SPD’s travails 

obscured the fact that the CDU was following 

suit. The dramatic losses of its two major 

Volksparteien, both of which guaranteed political 

stability and predictability for much of the 
postwar period, are a cause of grave concern not 

only for Germany, but for all of Europe. 

 

*Hans-Georg Betz is an adjunct professor of 

political science at the University of Zurich. 

 
 

 

 


