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An aspect of the prime minister’s role which is usually glimpsed only 

through occasional displays of pomp and circumstance is a near-constant 

interaction with other world leaders. Set piece events like the D-Day 

commemorations or G7 meetings are only the tip of a diplomatic iceberg of daily 

co-operation between nation states with shared interests. From the formality of the 

summit chamber to a late-night exchange of texts, the UK prime minister spends 

more time than most people imagine dealing with international affairs. Strong 

international relations are vital to our security and success. 

The embodiments of that constant endeavour are our great multilateral institutions, 

like the United Nations, the World Trade Organisation and the World Health 

Organisation. The global impact of Covid-19, and our inability to forge a coherent 

international response to it, have raised questions about the effectiveness of a 

system of co-operation through shared institutions. Long before the virus struck, 

that system was already under severe strain. 

The effectiveness of co-ordinated global action was in doubt. Nations with no 

allegiance to democratic values displayed a growing assertiveness, just as the 

western alliance seemed to be in decline. A stronger China flexed its muscles as a 

US president was elected on a mandate of America First. Little wonder that the 

theme of this year’s Munich Security Conference was the concept of Westlessness 



— the idea that not only is the world as a whole becoming less western, but the 

West itself may become less western too. 

Against a backdrop of populist politics in many countries, the search for political 

solutions to economic and social challenges has become a competition of 

absolutes. A polarised politics has taken hold. It views the world through a prism 

of winners and losers and sees compromise and co-operation as signs of weakness. 

Lost is the idea that countries do better by working together to solve common 

problems, even if doing so sometimes means an apparent sacrifice of short-term 

benefit for the greater good. In its place is a cynical calculus: “I’m right and you’re 

either with me or against me.” This is the world that the pandemic hit. 

A highly infectious novel virus, life-threatening for many, might seem to be just 

the sort of thing countries would want to work together on. Instead, it has been 

treated as a national issue for countries to deal with alone. Researchers and 

scientists may work together across the world but there is little evidence of 

politicians doing so. 

In one sense this is understandable. Governments are faced with an enormous 

challenge, and it is no surprise that they see as their first job the immediate 

protection of their own citizens. There have been some limited exceptions; the UK 

government has made welcome commitments to help developing countries and just 

this week the prime minister co-hosted a virtual coronavirus pledging conference. 

But there remains no collective international view as to what works best in dealing 

with the virus — nor does there seem to have been any attempt to form one. This 

risks exacerbating the shift towards nationalism and absolutism which is 

emasculating the institutions that served us well over decades. A world in which a 

few “strong men” square up to each other and expect everyone else to choose 

between them would be a dangerous one. 



Covid-19 originated in China and there are real questions about the initial reaction 

of the Chinese government at local and national level and what impact that had on 

the ability of the rest of the world to prepare. Both candidates in November’s US 

presidential election are right to ask questions of China. But it would be a mistake 

to allow this to become a fault line in international relations. The UK will always 

have a special relationship with the US, our most important security and defence 

partner. We are two democracies who share common values, but that has never 

stopped us from having diplomatic and trading relationships with others. 

The question should not be “whose side are you on” but how can we work together 

to engage with China to ensure that it adopts higher standards on intellectual 

property, carbon emissions, human rights and regional security. Any frustrations 

we have about the performance of institutions like the World Health Organisation 

should be channelled into reforming them, not denigrating the concept of 

international co-operation. 

As the government determines how best to come out of lockdown, ministers must 

also have a care for the international implications of their every move. Before the 

pandemic, the so-called D10 of developed western economies, of which the UK is 

one, accounted for well over half of global GDP. Between us we share common 

interests, well-regulated free trade, the protection of intellectual property, and a 

sustainable planet. We are mature democracies with robust institutions, free 

speech, a free press and the rule of law — all grounded in common democratic 

values which define us as peoples. We have everything we need to renew ourselves 

for the post-Covid future — and to reform the system of international co-operation 

on which we rely. The UK can be the catalyst for ensuring the validity and strength 

of multilateral international co-operation in the 2020s and beyond. 
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