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In Multilateralism We
Trust?

As the world grapples with COVID-19, multilateralism and its related institutions, such as the World Health Organisa-
tion (pictured above), have come under intensified scrutiny. Photo by Yann Forget taken from Wikimedia Commons
and tagged under a Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Licence.
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FEATURED COMMENTARY

Global Health Security — Trust During the Time of Covid-19

By Joel Ng

Leaders of the G7, including the UK's Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab (above), are in the throes of coordinating a continued multilateral response
against COVID-19, but will it be enough to overcome surging nationalism during the global pandemic? Photo taken from the Number 10 Flickr
account and tagged under a CC Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 2.0

Lack of trust predates the
outbreak of Covid-19, but it
is an essential element for
anyone involved in tackling
the outbreak as well as
strengthening of global
governance.

Commentary

G7 LEADERS on Monday,
16 March 2020 announced
a slew of measures to ad-
dress the Covid-19 pan-
demic; in a spate of relief
for the multilateral system,
the emphasis was distinc-
tively on coordination and
cooperation: information
sharing, global economic
relief, and coordinated
public health measures.

Its urgency and necessity
follow from the sense that
multilateralism is facing
tough challenges as divi-
sive unilateralism grows
popular among those who
do not trust the global gov-
ernance architecture. But

the success of the G7’s
actions will depend on how
much the world trusts its
capacity to handle the cri-
sis.

Trust and Governance

If there is one word that
encapsulates the govern-
ance challenge as Covid-
19 wreaks havoc globally,
it would be the word,
“trust”. Covid-19 has dis-
rupted every aspect of life
in affected countries,
raised fears, and sparked
uncertainties. Yet how
people respond reduces to
a crucial factor: Trust — or
lack thereof — in their
neighbours, their
healthcare or welfare sys-
tems, and their authorities.

When panic-buying or
store runs broke out
around the world, a familiar
pattern played out over
and over: People, facing
uncertainty and fear,

sought safety in stockpil-
ing.

Economists who study
bank runs are familiar with
this pattern: it illustrates an
underlying logic of self-
preservation amid uncer-
tainty — and a lack of trust
in the system to prevail
(sometimes quite reasona-
bly so!) — yet leads from
individually-rational actions
to systemically-irrational
outcomes — in laymen’s
terms: panic.

Making sure that a system
is fit to meet people’s
needs in a crisis — and
then persuading them of
such — must therefore be
one of the major aspects of
tackling the Covid-19 out-
break.

Domestic Trust

Leaders need stocks of
legitimacy to be trusted in
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a crisis when so many un-
knowns abound, and they
build these stocks outside
of the crisis period. Ap-
proval of US President
Donald Trump’s handling
of the crisis fell sharply
along partisan political
lines: according to aggre-
gate surveys by statistical
website ,
between

Because Trump domesti-
cally has only played to his
base, non-Republicans
simply did not trust him
and a litany of his missteps
were carefully document-
ed, which will make it hard-
er for him to carry out inter-
ventions that are needed.
A leader who senses he
lacks trust may also be
overly concerned with op-
tics rather than overcoming
the situation.

Continued on Page 3
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Experts also need stocks of and should not be wasted.m
legitimacy in order to be
heeded. Unfortunately, this
is not as obvious as it
should be. Britain’s Brexit
process had poisoned the
well (the British public infa-
mously had had enough of
experts, according to UK
cabinet minister Michael
Gove) and far too much of
the population were eager
to dismiss expert advice,

measures, even at econom-
ic cost to itself, if only to
assuage domestic pres-
sure. In the early days of
the outbreak in Wuhan,
several countries risked
Chinese ire as they an-
nounced travel bans from
China. Yet today, it is China
that is now following this
logic to place travel re-
strictions on other coun-
tries.

followed by pandemic on 11
March.
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declaration on 31 January
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many countries are now
paying the price for this. Yet
one must ask why the
WHO’s warning went un-
heeded: Did it have enough
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especially when that advice
would be disruptive to eve-

ryday life while the virus still
appeared distant.

Put together, there has
been a trust deficit that has
hampered effectively ad-
dressing the crisis. The tur-
moil on global stock mar-
kets suggests most firms
and investors have no trust
in the management of the
outbreak in major industrial-
ised economies and are
pricing in for a hard reces-
sion.

International Trust

International cooperation
also requires trust — be-
tween countries and with
international organisations.
When the crisis in Wuhan
unfolded in January, the
United States offered to
send expert assistance but
was rebuffed. One wonders
if the reverse will hold true
should the crisis escalate in
the US and China offered
its help.

Countries have always de-
vised foreign policies that
support their domestic inter-
ests and public opinion but
doing so is a delicate matter
when it comes to close
neighbours whose reactions
also have domestic im-
pacts. When one country
trusts that the other is han-
dling a problem effectively,
things are fine.

But when that trust does not
hold because of insufficient
information, it may be
forced to take preventive

Attempts to cover up cases,
slow rollout of testing (and
thus lack of information), or
ineffectual responses make
it difficult for neighbours to
trust that others have a
handle on the situation.
Lower trust — and therefore
raised defences — will be
inevitable until they come to
grips with the situation.

Multilateral Trust

Multilateral cooperation had
been brought to its lowest
ebb just prior to the out-
break of the crisis. Interna-
tional organisations such as
the World Trade Organisa-
tion are teetering on the
verge of collapse, with its
dispute settlement mecha-
nism broken. The US-China
trade war, which had only
just begun to show signs of
abating, had led many
countries to hedge against
both superpowers.

Britain chose to go with
Huawei in its 5G infrastruc-
ture against the US’ wishes,
while erstwhile Chinese
partners were reviewing
infrastructure projects on
the backs of debt and sus-
tainability fears. A lack of
trust in the multilateral sys-
tem preceded the Covid-19
outbreak.

On Covid-19, the World
Health Organisation was
initially criticised in Asia for
not declaring an emergency
earlier in January, sparking
a petition with half a million
signatures. It did declare an
emergency on 31 January

legitimacy and trust to be
taken seriously immediate-
ly?

Rebuilding Fractured
Trust

Whatever the case, the
pandemic is now upon all of
us. National interests
around the globe have con-
verged over Covid-19 and
will require multilateral co-
operation to effectively ad-
dress it, so the G7’s coming
together is welcome,
though only a first step.

Countries large and small,
rich and poor, all have the
same interest: To quash
this disease as quickly as
possible, wherever it may
arise, because it could re-
enter one’s borders if it is
out in the wild. It is also fun-
damentally a technical is-
sue that can, like pandem-
ics before, be defeated
without politicisation.

We are now seeing demon-
strable success in Singa-
pore, China, and South Ko-
rea that have effectively
nullified the domestic threat
of the virus — they now ap-
pear most impacted by im-
porting it from countries
where the virus is still un-
controlled. They have man-
aged systems that are ef-
fective and trusted to con-
tain their outbreaks.

While many countries still
need to put domestic con-
trol measures in place ur-
gently, this is also a rare
opportunity to strengthen a
troubled multilateral system
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COVID Corner: Issues in the Time of Corona

Economic Multilateralism and International Political Economy

COVID-19’s Economic Fallout: The Logic of Pump
Priming

Kaewkamol Pitakdumrongkit | RSIS Commentaries | 03
March 2020

The COVID-19 outbreak is affecting regional economies.
To cope with grim growth prospects, governments are
leaning on fiscal stimulus to weather the crisis. Such poli-
cy measures will largely be determined by politics as dif-
ferent sectors compete for limited resources.

The Pandemic Strengthens the Case for Universal
Basic Income

The Washington Post | 10 April 2020 |

Political-Security Multilateralism

Governance for Global Pandemics
Alan Chong | East Asia Forum | 26 March 2020

Much of the public alarm triggered by the outbreak of
the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) is greatly bound up
with the management of cross-border security threats.
COVID-19 resembles a 21st century medieval plague in
terms of how little we understand its character and how
vulnerable we are to its effects.

Covid-19: Time for Emergency G20 Summit

Pradumna Bickram Rana | RSIS Commentaries | 24
March 2020

The ever-growing toll of the COVID-19 pandemic has led
to a growing sense of helplessness and loss of confi-
dence worldwide. Coordinated global responses and ac-
tion plans, together with a clear statement of solidarity
from an Emergency G20 Summit could go a long way in
reducing these fears.

COVID-19 is the IMF’s Chance for Redemption
Project Syndicate | 09 April 2020 |

Coronavirus putting world on track for new Great
Depression, says WTO
The Guardian | 08 April 2020 |

COVID-19 and the ‘zoom’ to new global value chains
East Asia Forum | 05 April 2020 |

COVID-19 requires gender-equal responses to save
economies
UNCTAD | 01 April 2020 |

ADB to Provide $200 Million to Support Strained Sup-
ply Chains in Fight Against COVID-19
ADB | 12 March 2020 |

ASEAN rallies against Covid-19
The Bangkok Post | 14 April 2020 |

Call for Common EU Approach to Apps and Data to
Fight COVID-19 and Protect Citizen Rights

TechCrunch | 08 April 2020 |

Could the Pandemic Ease U.S.-China Tensions?
Foreign Policy | 06 April 2020 |

The Multilateral System Still Cannot Get Its Act To-
gether on COVID-19

Council on Foreign Relations | 26 March 2020 |
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Multilateral Matters: What You Missed

Coming End of Merkel’s
Era: Whither Future Euro-
pean Leadership?

Frederick Kliem | RSIS
Commentaries | 18 Febru-
ary 2019

A small state parliament in
Germany’s east elected a
new state government, trig-
gering a political earth-
quake in Germany. This
has precipitated several
high-level resignations, and
possibly the fall of Angela
Merkel.

China faces Belt and
Road course correction
after coronavirus

Nikkei Asian Review | 02
April 2020 |

Vietnam’s ASEAN Chair-
manship 2020: What To
Expect

Frederick Kliem | RSIS
Commentaries | 04 Febru-
ary 2019

Vietnam was long per-
ceived as a security threat
by other ASEAN members,
before it joined ASEAN in
1995. But the country has
since emerged as one of
the fastest growing econo-
mies and the shining stars
of ASEAN. There will be
plenty to watch this year.

New EU Circular Econo-
my Action Plan Unveiled

Interreg Europe | 17 March
2020 |

SELECTED PUBLICATIONS

Co-chairing the ASEAN
Defence Ministers’ Meet-
ing-Plus: The Case of the
ASEAN Center of Military
Medicine (ACMM)

Kaewkamol Pitakdumrong-
kit

RSIS Policy Report

09 March 2020

The Dollar as the Domi-
nant Global Reserve Cur-
rency: A Threat to Finan-
cial Stability?

Duvvuri Subbarao
RSIS Policy Report
18 February 2019

Punishing Cambodia is
Going to Backfire on the
EU

Frederick Kliem
Nikkei Asian Review
14 February 2020

Post-Brexit UK Should
Prioritise Southeast Asia
Trade Deals

Frederick Kliem
Nikkei Asian Review
30 January 2020

Proxies and Drones: Can
International Law Handle

G20 Sets Ground Rules
Ahead of Facebook’s Li-

“Invisible Threats”?

Joel Ng | RSIS Commen-
taries | 15 January 2020

The debate over the legality
of Qassem Soleimani’s as-

sassination misses an es-
sential point: international
law is not upheld by moral
adherence, but by enlight-
ened self-interest. Howev-

er, current international law

is not working for states
given the diffusion of new

bra Stablecoin
Reuters | 14 April 2020 |

Singapore official will

head UN intellectual prop-

erty agency after beating
China’s nominee, Wang
Binying

South China Morning Post |
05 March 2020 |

threats such as drones and

non-state proxies and
needs rethinking.

Critical Reflections on
China’s Belt and Road
Initiative

Alan Chong & Pham
Quang Minh

Edited Book

25 January 2020

ASEAN’s RCEP and Sus-
tainability Challenges
and Achievements

Kaewkamol Pitakdumrong-
kit

East Asia Forum

24 January 2020

Propaganda and Infor-
mation Operations in
Southeast Asia: Con-
structing Colonialism
and Its Antithesis, State-
hood and Peaceful Ambi-
guity

Alan Chong

Book Chapter

21 January 2020

Singapore Trade Policy
Forum

Amalina Anuar &

Evan Rogerson

RSIS Event Report

08 January 2020

The Centre for Multilateralism Studies (CMS) is a research
entity within the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies at
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. The CMS team
conducts cutting-edge research, teaching/training and networking
on cooperative multilateralism in the Asia Pacific region. The Cen-
tre aims to contribute to international academic and public dis-
courses on regional architecture and order in the Asia Pacific. It
aspires to be an international knowledge hub for multilateral coop-
eration and regional integration.

Multilateral Matters is the quarterly publication of the Centre for
Multilateralism Studies (CMS), analysing the most recent develop-
ments regarding multilateralism by our team. It covers articles on
relevant economic and political issues as well as programmes and
latest publications from the research centre. The objective of the
newsletter is to promote the research being done by our centre,
raising awareness of the many events that we hold on a regular
basis.
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