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THE DEEP VOID IN GLOBAL LEADERSHIP
There is as yet no comprehensive, concerted plan of action by world leaders
to combat the pandemic
The coronavirus’s flight across the world at lightning speed, has exposed the total void in
collective leadership at the global level. Three months into the catastrophic war declared by an
invisible, almost invincible virus, that is rapidly gobbling up human lives, regardless of citizenship and
race, and contemptuously ravaging economies across continents, there is as yet no comprehensive,
concerted plan of action, orchestrated by global leaders, to combat this terror.
The G20 has just had a virtual meeting, we understand, at the prodding of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi. It is encouraging to learn that the G20 leaders have agreed to inject $5-trillion into
the world economy to partially counter the devastating economic impact of the pandemic. This is
indeed good news. But taking collective ownership to fight a global war against the virus will require
a lot more than writing cheques.

•

Good war, bad enemy

World leaders are obviously overwhelmed with their own national challenges and do not
appear inclined to view the pandemic as a common enemy against mankind, which it is. China
delayed reporting the virus to the World Health Organisation (WHO), and perhaps, in the process,
contributed to the exacerbation of the spread of the virus across the globe. It was reported that the
Trump administration did not even inform the European Union before it shut off flights from Europe.
It must be acknowledged that the initiative taken by Mr. Modi in the early days to convene a
meeting of South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation countries stands out in contrast to the
pusillanimous leadership around the world.
There is no evidence that, at the global level, the pandemic has abated yet and would be
brought under control soon. To imagine that nations would be able to tame the virus soon with
massive shutdowns might be just wishful thinking. National shutdowns and physical distancing have
been a challenge not only in the United States and some European countries, it would be more so in
populous countries such as India. At any rate, such lockouts come at enormous economic and social
costs. As long as the virus is alive in some corner of the world, it would resume its travel across the
world the moment international travel restrictions are relaxed. Is it realistic to imagine that
international travel will remain suspended until the last virus alive on this planet is extinguished?
Epidemiologists point out that unless herd immunity develops — which will take long and come at
the cost of at least half the population being infected — the virus will remain alive and strike
whenever there is a lowering of guard.
This millennium has already suffered three pandemics and COVID-19 will certainly not be the
last. This is a war. A good war against a bad enemy, and a common enemy, that respects no borders.
If this global challenge is not a battle to be fought by a collective global leadership, nothing else is.
And yet, the typical response by all affected nations, has been to impose ‘National distancing’ by
closing borders. While this is no doubt, a most appropriate response, there is a much bigger and
emergent need for leaders of nations to come together for collective global action.

•

Seeds of indifference

Two developments in the global polity in the last few years have contributed to the
indifference towards collective global action.
One, the swing towards right-wing nationalism, as a guiding political ideology, in large swathes
of the world, particularly in the U.S. This ideology posits ‘global good’ being in conflict with and
inimical to national interests. The dramatic announcement by U.S. President Trump, in June 2017,
that the U.S. will cease involvement from the Paris Accord on climate change, preparatory to full
withdrawal after the mandatory period, on the ground that the accord will ‘undermine U.S.
economic interest’ is a classic demonstration of narrow nationalism trumping global interests. There
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is no issue more global than climate change, and yet the U.S. Administration chose to look at it from
the prism of national, short-term economic interest.
Two, the atrophy of multilateral institutions. The United Nations was the outcome of the
shared vision of the world leaders after World War II, that collective action is the only way forward
to prevent the occurrence of another war. That institution has notoriously failed to live up to its
expectations to maintain peace among nations in the nearly 80 years since its formation. Its affiliate
organisations have, in several ways, failed to deliver on their lofty missions. In particular, WHO,
which has as its objective ‘to be the directing and coordinating authority among member countries in
health emergencies’, has proven to be too lethargic in reacting to pandemics in the past. Its
responses to COVID-19, has come under the scanner, not merely for incompetence, but also for lack
of intellectual integrity.

•

G20 offers hope

If the world leaders realise the relevance and critical importance of collective global action in
the context of the present pandemic, it is not difficult to contrive an appropriate mechanism quickly
to get into war. A nimble outfit, not burdened with bureaucracy, is required to manage a global crisis
of the nature that we are confronted with, today. The G20, with co-option of other affected
countries, itself might serve the purpose for the present. What is important is for the global leaders
to acknowledge what every foot soldier knows: winning a war would require the right strategy, rapid
mobilisation of relevant resources and, most importantly, timely action.
In facing the present challenge, the following actions should come out of such a collective.
First, the collective should ensure that shortages of drugs, medical equipment and protective
gear do not come in the way of any nation’s capacity to contain or fight the pandemic. It is very likely
that some nations that have succeeded in bringing the pandemic under control, such as China, Japan
or South Korea, might have the capability to step up production at short notice to meet the
increasing demand from other countries which are behind the curve. This would typically involve
urgent development of an information exchange on global production capacity, present and
potential, demand and supply. This is not to mean that there should be centralised management,
which is not only infeasible, but counterproductive, as the attendant bureaucracy will impede quick
action. A common information exchange could restrain the richer countries from predatory
contracting of global capacities.
Second, protocols might need to be put in place among participating countries to ensure
seamless logistics for the supply chain for essential goods and services to function efficiently. This
might be particularly necessary in the context of controls on international traffic and national
shutdowns. There would need to be concomitant accord to eliminate all kinds of tariff and non tariff
barriers.

•

Information exchange is vital

Third, there needs to be instantaneous exchange of authenticated information on what clinical
solutions have succeeded and what has not. A classic example is the issue relating to
hydroxychloroquine, which is being used experimentally, bypassing the rigours of randomised clinical
trials. While there is no substitute to classic clinical proof, the more field-level information is shared
within the medical community, the better will be the success rates of such experimentation.
Fourth, this is a time to have cross-country collaboration on laboratory trials and clinical
validation for vaccines and anti-viral drugs. It must be acknowledged that WHO has already moved
on this issue, although, perhaps, belatedly. The world can ill-afford delays, as the pandemic is
predicted to stage a comeback once the shutdowns are gradually relaxed. The best way to ensure
speedy research is to pool global resources. Any effort at reinventing the wheel will only delay the
outcomes. This attempt to collaborate might also bring in its wake an acceptable commercial
solution that adequately incentivises private research, while ensuring benefits being available to the
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entire world at affordable costs. Such a framework might be necessary for sustained collaborations
for future challenges.
Fifth, there is a need to facilitate easy movement of trained health professionals across the
world to train others and augment resources wherever there are shortages. In other words, nations
should come together to organise a global army to fight the pandemic, equipped with the best
weapons and tools.

•

Food watch

Sixth, we must anticipate food shortages occurring sooner or later, in some part of the world,
consequent to the national shutdowns. Ironically, while we might have saved lives from the assault
of the novel coronavirus, we might run the risk of losing lives to starvation and malnutrition,
somewhere in the world if we do not take adequate precautions. This requires not only coordinated
global action; it would also turn out to be the test of global concern for mankind in general.
Eventually, there is no doubt that human talent will triumph over the microscopic virus. It may
be some months before we declare our win. But the economic devastation, that would have been
caused as a result will be no less than the aftermath of a world war. Economies of the world are
inexorably intertwined. An orderly reconstruction of the global economy, which is equitable and
inclusive, will eventually involve renegotiating terms of trade among key trading blocs, concerted
action among central bankers to stabilise currencies, and a responsible way to regulate and manage
global commodity markets.
Does India have the power to awaken the conscience of the Superpowers and catalyse
collective global action? Remember, historically, it is always the weakling or the oppressed, who
have caused transformational changes in the world order.
Meanings of Difficult Words:
❖ void (noun) - a position which is vacant; empty/blank space, vacuum.
❖ as yet (phrase) – so far, thus far, yet, until now.
❖ comprehensive (adjective) – all-inclusive, complete, thorough/full.
❖ concerted (adjective) – coordinated, united, joint, collaborative.
❖ combat (verb) – fight, tackle, confront/resist.
❖ pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a new disease; The illness spreads around the
world and typically affects a large number of people across a wide area.
❖ coronavirus (CoV)(noun) – a large family of viruses that cause illness ranging from the common
cold to more severe diseases. common signs of infection include respiratory symptoms, fever,
cough, shortness of breath and breathing difficulties. In more severe cases, infection can cause
pneumonia, severe acute respiratory syndrome, kidney failure and even death.
❖ at lightning speed (phrase) - extremely quickly.
❖ collective (adjective) – combined, united, cooperative (by all the members of a group).
❖ catastrophic (adjective) – destructive, ruinous, disastrous.
❖ invisible (adjective) – unnoticeable, indistinguishable, indiscernible.
❖ invincible (adjective) – unconquerable, unbeatable, indomitable.
❖ gobble up (verb) – eat, gulp, swallow hurriedly.
❖ regardless of (adverb) – irrespective of, notwithstanding, in spite of.
❖ contemptuously (adverb) – scornfully, disdainfully, disrespectfully, with full of contempt.
❖ ravage (verb) – devastate, ruin, destroy, damage.
❖ orchestrate (verb) – organize, plan/put together, mastermind, choreograph.
❖ virtual meeting (noun) – interactive onsite meeting.
❖ prodding (noun) – support, backing, motivation, encouragement, galvanization.
❖ learn (verb) - be informed, get to know, hear.
❖ inject (verb) – introduce, infuse, instil, bring in.
❖ devastating (adjective) – destructive, ruinous, disastrous, catastrophic.
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indeed (adverb) – in fact, actually, undeniably.
overwhelm (verb) – overload, engulf, flood.
be inclined to (verb) - willing, ready, prepared.
mankind (noun) - the human race, people, humanity.
perhaps (adverb) – maybe, possibly.
exacerbation (noun) – an increase /rise of something (bad situation/feeling).
shut off (phrasal verb) – stop (or cause to stop) working.
acknowledge (verb) - express gratitude for, show appreciation for, thank someone for.
stand out (phrasal verb) – be noticeable, be visible, be seen.
in contrast to (phrase) - in opposition to, be very different from.
pusillanimous (adjective) – timid, fearful, faint-hearted, spiritless.
abate (verb) – decline, reduce, decrease.
tame (verb) - control, mitigate, overcome, suppress.
shutdown (noun) – closure of a (complete) system; closing down, winding up.
wishful thinking (noun) – utopianism, idealism, daydreaming, mistaken belief, illusion, fantasy.
social/physical distancing (noun) – a term means actively avoiding crowded public places, is a
key element in decreasing the rapid spread of COVID-19. This is an effort intended to limit
exposure by reducing face-to-face contact and preventing spread among people in community
settings.
more so (phrase) - to a greater degree; to a greater extent.
populous (adjective) – densely populated, congested, full.
at any rate (phrase) – in any case, anyhow, anyway
lockout (noun) - work stoppage; shutdown (of a company).
resume (verb) - restart, return to, come back to.
extinguish (verb) – eradicate, wipe out, remove, destroy.
epidemiologist (noun) – an expert in the study of how disease spreads and can be controlled.
point out (phrasal verb) – identify, recognize, draw attention to, mention.
herd immunity (noun) – it refers to a means of protecting a whole community from disease by
immunizing a critical mass of its populace (population). It is also defined as a form of indirect
protection from infectious disease that occurs when a large percentage of a population are
immune to an infection, thereby providing a measure of protection for individuals who are not
immune.
at the cost of (phrase) - at the expense of, sacrifice, loss.
millennium (noun) – a period of a thousand years.
COVID-19 (noun) – coronavirus disease 2019.
seed (noun) - source, origin, root, starting point, germ.
indifference (noun) – unconcern, apathy, carelessness, disregard, unresponsiveness.
polity (noun) – a politically organized society (or state or unit).
right-wing (adjective) – conservative, rightist, alt-right.
nationalism (noun) – separatism, partitionism, isolationism.
ideology (noun) – beliefs, ideas/opinions, principles.
swathe (noun) – a wide area (of something).
inimical (adjective) – hostile, unfriendly, opposed/unfavourable.
cease (verb) – bring to an end/halt/stop, conclude, terminate.
Paris Agreement/Accord (noun) – The Paris Agreement builds upon the Convention
(agreement) and for the first time brings all nations into a common cause to undertake
ambitious efforts to combat climate change and adapt to its effects, with enhanced support to
assist developing countries to do so.
climate change (noun) – a long-term change in the Earth’s climate, or of a region on Earth.
preparatory (adjective) – preliminary, initial, prior.
ground (noun) – reason, factor, basis.
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undermine (verb) – reduce, diminish, impede, hinder.
trump (verb) - outshine, outclass, outperform.
look at (phrasal verb) – view, see; check out, analyse.
prism (noun) – a viewpoint which clarifies/distorts something.
atrophy (noun) - deterioration, degeneration, weakening.
multilateral (adjective) – involving many different countries (in which all WTO member
countries are party to the agreement).
notoriously (adverb) – infamously, ill-reputedly, ill-famedly, noticeably (with a bad quality).
live up to (phrasal verb) – satisfy, fulfil, achieve.
affiliate (adjective) – associated, allied, related/connected, federated.
lofty (adjective) – noble, high, worthy.
objective (noun) – aim, intention, purpose.
lethargic (adjective) - inactive, slow, dull, sluggish.
come under the scanner (phrase) - be subjected to the thorough examination.
incompetence (noun) – inability, incapability, ineptitude, lack of skill/ability.
lack of (noun) - absence, want/need, deficiency.
intellectual integrity (noun) - the discipline of striving to be thorough and honest to learn the
truth or to reach the best decision possible in a given situation. It is also defined as the
recognition of the need to be true to one's own thinking and to hold oneself to the same
standards one expects others to meet. A person with intellectual integrity has a driving desire to
follow reasons and evidence courageously wherever they may lead. Individuals who strongly
manifest intellectual integrity value objectivity, evidence-based decision making, and the
courageous, fair-minded, and complete pursuit of the best possible knowledge in any given
situation.
relevance (noun) – significance, importance, appropriateness.
contrive (verb) – manage, find a way, arrange.
mechanism (noun) – procedure, system, method, apparatus.
nimble (adjective) – quick, active/fast, quick-thinking/skilful.
bureaucracy(noun) –officials (in the administration, government, the establishment) as a group.
confront with (verb) – trouble, bother, distress, beset, annoy.
co-option (noun) – incorporation, integration, appropriation/taking over.
serve the purpose (phrase) - to be useful to achieve some aim or purpose.
mobilisation (noun) – the act of bringing people/resources together for a particular cause.
come out of (phrasal verb) – to be the result of something.
protective gear (noun) – safety gear; protective clothing, helmets, masks or other garments or
equipment designed to protect the wearer’s body from injury/disease.
come in the way of (phrase) – prevent, oppose, defy.
step up (phrasal verb) – increase, accelerate, quicken.
behind the curve (phrase) – below average, lagging behind than other competitors.
centralised (adjective) - relating to a system/organisation controlled by a single authority.
infeasible (adjective) - impracticable, unworkable, unreasonable.
counterproductive (adjective) – harmful, damaging, dangerous/destructive.
attendant (adjective) – connected, associated, related.
impede (verb) – hinder, obstruct, slow down.
restrain (verb) – control, restrict, limit, regulate.
predatory (adjective) – exploitative, rapacious, greedy.
contract (verb) – decline, decrease, diminish, reduce.
put in place (phrase) – initiate, usher in, bring in.
seamless (adjective) - smooth, faultless, flawless, ideal.
logistics (noun) - overall-flow of a commercial activity, which includes production, stock and
transport processing (of goods).
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supply chain (noun) – a network between a company and its suppliers to produce and distribute
a specific product to the final buyer.
concomitant (adjective) – associated, related, connected.
instantaneous (adjective) - immediate, instant, prompt/swift.
authenticated (adjective) - verified, validated, certified, confirmed (as true).
bypass (verb) – circumvent, avoid, dodge.
rigour (noun) – carefulness, diligence, attention to detail.
cross-country (adjective) - across different parts of a country.
vaccine (noun) – a biological preparation that improves immunity to a particular disease.
move on (phrasal verb) – take steps forward, make headway, make progress.
belatedly (adverb) – later than expected; behind time; slowly, tardily.
ill-afford (verb) – unable to afford something.
pool (verb) – combine, put together, merge/join.
reinvent the wheel (phrase) – to waste one’s time working on creating something that has
already been created by someone else, or trying to solve a problem that has already been
solved by someone else.
in someone’s wake (phrase) – used to say what is left behind by someone.
incentivise (verb) – encourage, motivate, galvanize.
framework (noun) – structure, scheme, system, organisation.
sustained (adjective) – continuous, constant, steady.
facilitate (verb) – make easier, make possible; assist, help, aid.
augment (verb) – increase, raise, make larger, supplement.
anticipate (verb) – expect, foresee, predict.
sooner or later (phrase) – eventually, in the end, finally.
ironically (adverb) – paradoxically, unexpectedly, strangely.
novel coronavirus (nCoV) (SARS-CoV-2) (noun) – a new strain (type/variety) coronavirus that
has not been previously identified in humans.
run the risk (phrase) – do something even if knowing something unpleasant/bad might happen.
starvation (noun) – extreme hunger, lack of food, famine, undernourishment/malnourishment.
malnutrition (noun) – undernourishment, undernutrition, poor/unhealthy/inadequate diet.
turn out (phrasal verb) – transpire, emerge; happen/occur.
triumph over (verb) - win, succeed, be successful, prevail, be victorious.
devastation (noun) – destruction, damage, havoc/wreckage.
aftermath (noun) – consequence, result/outcome, repercussion.
inexorably (adverb) – in a way that is impossible to stop/prevent.
intertwine (verb) – connect, link, weave together closely.
equitable (adjective) – fair, impartial.
bloc (noun) – alliance, association, union.
awaken (verb) - inspire, arouse, spark off, simulate.
conscience (noun) – moral/inner sense; morals, values/ethics, principles.
superpower (noun) – a nation which is very powerful and possesses military, political or
economic might (power) with dominant status on the globe. (like the Soviet Union (erstwhile) or
United States of America).
catalyse (verb) – to cause/accelerate some action/process.
weakling (noun) - weak person.
the oppressed (noun) - a person who is ill-treated, persecuted or exploited, the under
privileged.
transformational change (noun) – a complete/extensive change in the fundamental strategy
and processes of an organization.
world order (noun) – the arrangement of power and authority that provides the system for the
conduct of diplomacy and world politics in relation to the entire world.
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