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Ahighly infectious new virus that has already caused hundreds of 

thousands of deaths and wreaked havoc on the global economy ought to be a 

reason for nations to co-operate. Instead, as Theresa May writes in The 

Times today, “it risks exacerbating the drift towards nationalism and absolutism in 

global politics”. This drift threatens extending to the quest for a vaccine, which 

until now had been seen as an example of global co-operation. At a summit on 

Monday organised by the European Union, global leaders pledged some $8 billion 

to help to develop one. Yet the event was overshadowed by America’s decision not 

to participate and China’s last-minute choice to send an ambassador rather than Li 

Keqiang, the prime minister, who had been scheduled to speak. Neither the US nor 

China made a pledge. 

The world cannot afford for the race to find a vaccine to become politicised. It is 

understandable that nations are jostling for the honour of making a scientific 

breakthrough. Leaders can hardly be blamed for seeking to put their citizens first in 

line for treatment. Yet what matters is finding a vaccine as quickly as possible. So 

far the astonishing speed of progress in the hunt for one has been the result of 

international co-operation. That kicked off when the scientists who sequenced the 

viral genome posted it on an open-access website. A mere 12 days later an 

American team had shared an analysis showing the mechanism by which the 

coronavirus entered human cells. Within 12 hours scientists in China had shown 

that the analysis was correct. 

There are signs that this collaborative spirit is starting to falter. Matt Hancock, the 

British health secretary, has talked of the huge “upside” of being the first country 

to find a vaccine. That advantage is partly political. The winning country may be 

able to save more of its citizens. The opportunity to stage very large trials may 

present it with the opportunity to inoculate large swathes of its population. There is 



moreover a chance that it will have greater control over the vaccine’s manufacture 

and distribution, meaning it can place itself further towards the front of the queue. 

If a little competition spurs countries into action that is to be welcomed. Even so, it 

is in the interests of all nations to help each other in the race. That is because each 

team in each country is testing a different vaccine, any one of which could turn out 

to be effective. If countries fall out with their neighbours or obstruct international 

funding efforts, everyone stands to lose out. Besides, trials will be quicker if they 

can be conducted in countries with large outbreaks whose citizens are more likely 

to be exposed to the virus. That means that if nations collaborate on testing their 

vaccines, progress will be faster. 

A second problem arises with manufacturing. Not many countries have the 

capacity to produce a vaccine in large quantities. They could in theory devote 

stocks of it to their own citizens and political allies, handing themselves a huge 

advantage. That would come at vast cost to the rest of the planet. It would instead 

be sensible for the first available vaccines to go to areas with the most virulent 

outbreaks, to stem the flow to other countries. Health workers and the vulnerable 

should also be prioritised. Yet such schemes will require all nations, including 

China and the United States, to look beyond their own interests and co-operate. 

Many lives depend on it. 

Comment: 

Please read Chris Whitty's excellent Gresham Lecture ( https://www.gresham.ac.uk/lectures-

and-events/covid-19 ) last week! Pundits who don’t understand the science talk as if we just 

need to find “a vaccine” which will be a magic bullet that will Stop The Disease. Of the 90+ 

efforts underway probably 1-9 will result in a vaccine that is somewhat effective. But it’s not at 

all likely that they will be as effective as the MMR vaccine: much more likely to be somewhat 

less effective than the flu vaccines we have. And it’s going to be very difficult to establish which 

ones work because by the time they are ready for large-scale trials the disease will be highly 
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suppressed in most western countries. Despite the rhetoric (I have no problem with what Matt 

said but Trump is another matter - he really would withhold treatment to others) all the scientists 

are collaborating internationally & global trials will be needed, and done. And all the main 

Pharma cos have pledged to collaborate on delivery as well. 

 


