
 What in the World – Week VIII 
 
NEWS 
Our final week of term means how the US sees the rest of the world, and how the rest of the 
world sees the US. As in class, I’ll start with a brief round-up of recent global news.  
 
ISRAEL - As long as he has led the Palestinian national movement, Mr. Abbas has opposed 
violence and espoused negotiations with Israel.  But Israel’s push, with the Trump 
administration’s support, to annex occupied territory that the Palestinians have counted on for 
a future state may be steering Mr. Abbas’s strategy to a dead end.  On Tuesday, citing the new 
Israeli government’s determination to annex West Bank territory as soon as July 1, Mr. Abbas 
declared an end to security cooperation with Israel — a move that Palestinian officials have 
referred to as a “Judgment Day” scenario because of its potential to lead to conflagration. 

IRAN - The row over the US withdrawal from the JCPOA agreement that seeks to limit Iran's 
nuclear activities is just about to get a good deal worse. Currently there is a wide-ranging 
United Nations embargo that prevents countries from selling various kinds of advanced 
weaponry to Tehran, but under the UN resolution that backed the nuclear deal, this arms 
embargo is due to expire on 18 October this year. Iran's President Hassan Rouhani has already 
warned that if the US succeeds in its desire to have the embargo renewed, then there will be 
"grave consequences". 
 

However, there is little chance of Russia agreeing to an extended arms embargo. In which case 
Mr Trump wants the Europeans to invoke a mechanism in the nuclear deal that restores much 
more widespread economic sanctions against Iran (the very sanctions that were largely lifted in 
the wake of the agreement). 
 
HOW DOES THE U.S. SEE THE REST OF THE WORLD? 
 

Well, when it comes to the corona virus, the US is once again leader of the world, unfortunately 
that leadership is in #s of cases and deaths.  But, apparently it’s not our fault, it was China’s 
fault because they started it, and now it’s the World Health Organization’s (WHO) fault because 
they didn’t tell us early enough, so we are threatening to withdraw all US funding which is 15% 
of their global funding. Interesting timing, as yesterday the WHO announced that the world had 
the greatest increase in global new cases yet seen. 
 

The problem with blaming China and the WHO is that the rest of the world was faced with the 
same lack of early warning, but most countries seemed to deal with it better than the US, 
including China’s immediate neighbors.  Vietnam actually shares a border with China, while 
South Korea is just across the Yellow Sea from China, yet Vietnam with a population of 97 
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million people has only recorded 300 cases and actually not incurred a single death to date, 
while S Korea has had recent days of zero new cases.  Meanwhile the US continues to add new 
cases at 15-25,000 a day. 
 

I don’t know whether the US administration is aware of this fact, but countries led by women 
seem to be particularly successful in fighting the coronavirus. I have already mentioned in a 
previous Newsletter that New Zealand has virtually eliminated new corona virus cases. After 
New Zealand began its lockdown on March 25, Prime Minister Ardern addressed the nation via 
a casual Facebook Live session she conducted on her phone after putting her toddler to bed. 
Dressed in a cozy-looking sweatshirt, she empathized with citizens’ anxieties and offered 
apologies to anyone who was startled or alarmed by the emergency alert that announced the 
lockdown order. 

 Germany, led by Angela Merkel, has had a far lower death rate than the US, Britain, France, 
Italy or Spain.  Finland, where Prime Minister Sanna Marin, 34, governs with a coalition of four 
female-led parties, has had fewer than 10 percent of the deaths endured by nearby Sweden. 
and Tsai Ing-wen, the President of Taiwan, has presided over one of the most successful efforts 
in the world at containing the virus, using testing, contact tracing and isolation measures to 
control infections without a full national lockdown.   

Experts have theorized that having a female leader is one signal that people of diverse 
backgrounds — and thus diverse perspectives on how to combat crises — are able to win seats 
at that table. In Germany, for instance, Ms. Merkel’s government considered a variety of 
different information sources in developing its coronavirus policy, including epidemiological 
models; data from medical providers; and evidence from South Korea’s successful program of 
testing and isolation. As a result, the country has achieved a coronavirus death rate that is 
dramatically lower than those of other Western European countries. 

By contrast, the male-led governments of Sweden, Britain and the US — all of which have high 
coronavirus death tolls — appear to have relied primarily on epidemiological modeling by their 
own advisers, with few channels for dissent from outside experts.  In the US, after President 
Trump was criticized for failing to wear a mask during public appearances, David Marcus, a 
conservative journalist, argued in an article for the website The Federalist that Mr. Trump was 
“projecting American strength.” If Mr. Trump were to wear a mask, he wrote, that “would 
signal that the United States is so powerless against this invisible enemy sprung from China that 
even its president must cower behind a mask.” 

DENMARK -  that hotbed of socialism, which pays McDonald workers $22/hour plus life 
insurance, a year’s paid maternity leave and a pension plan, seems to be weathering the storm 
better than most, certainly better than the US.  One reason Denmark was more effective than 
the United States in responding to the crisis is that no Dane hesitated to seek treatment 
because of concerns about medical bills as there is universal health care and paid sick leave. 

Like the US, Denmark is starting to open up again, but with an unemployment range of 4 
percent to 5 percent. (US currently at 14.7%).  Along with some other European countries, it 
paid companies to keep employees on the payroll, reimbursing up to 90 percent of wages of 
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workers who otherwise would have been laid off.  So, assuming there are no spikes, Denmark’s 
economy should rebound very quickly as nobody has to be rehired. Here in the US, the food 
and beverage industry has run into a problem with reopening because those laid off are earning 
more on their increased unemployment pay than what they were previously earning in their 
bar or restaurant.   

BTW – Yes, the Danes pay an extra 19 cents of every dollar in taxes, compared with Americans, 
but for that they get free health care, free education from kindergarten through college, 
subsidized high-quality preschool and, on average, live two years longer than Americans.  And 
that McDonald’s hamburger from the overpaid flipper? It costs just 27c more than a US one. 

CHINA AND THE THUCYIDIDES TRAP 
 

When thousands of China’s elites flock to Beijing for the delayed national legislative session 
starting on Friday they will face a renewed debate about relations with the US.  Specifically, can 
armed conflict between the two economic superpowers be avoided? The question is not new, 
but it has taken on a new urgency as the acrimony escalates between Washington and Beijing 
amid the Covid-19 pandemic exposing growing cracks in the current global order.  

Harvard professor Graham Allison raised the question in a 2017 book, Destined for War: Can 
America and China Escape Thucydides’ Trap? The reference being to the Greek historian of 
2,500 years ago and the conundrum named after him on the likelihood of armed conflict when 
a rising power challenges a ruling power.   Xi Jinping has shown personal interest in the 
Thucydides trap concept, referencing it on at least three occasions.  Speaking at the World 
Economic Forum in Davos in January 2017, Xi said the Thucydides trap “can be avoided … as 
long as we maintain communication and treat each other with sincerity”. 

Unfortunately, that doesn’t seem to be the tone of recent communications from the US side. 
Trump has vowed to “take whatever actions that are necessary” to seek reparations and hold 
China accountable for the Covid-19 disease that was first identified in the city of Wuhan at the 
end of last year. His top aides, especially Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, and Defence 
Secretary Mark Esper, have been particularly blunt.  During the Munich Security Conference in 
February Esper described China as a rising threat to the world order and urged countries to side 
with the US in preparing for “high intensity conflict against China”. 
 
SO, HOW DOES THE WORLD SEE THE U.S.? 
 

The French 
A national survey has just been carried out among the French people to find their perception as 
to which global leader do you have confidence in to move forward from the pandemic. 
Interestingly, the French thought that Germany’s Angela Merkel would do better at 37%, than 
their own PM Macron at 35%, while Trump came in at 2%. 
 
The Germans 
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From a leading magazine, Der Spiegel……..“For a while, it looked like the outbreak of the 
coronavirus would throw China back by light years,” the magazine argued in an editorial. “But 
now it is US president Donald Trump who has to spend day after day in a stuffy White House 
press room explaining to the world why his country can’t get a grip on the pandemic.” 
 

The British 
Britons’ enhanced trust in the UK Government during the pandemic is carried through to an 
increased level of trust in the British Government to act in the nation’s interests in foreign 
policy and world affairs, up 7 percentage points since January to 51%.  However, the United 
States’ reputation has suffered further in the pandemic. A survey last week by the British 
Foreign Policy Group  showed only  28% of Britons say they trust their strongest historical ally 
to act responsibly in the world, a fall of 13 percentage points since January.  
 
The Balkans 
Esmir Milavić, an editor at Bosnia’s N1 TV channel, told viewers this week: “The White House is 
in utter dysfunction and doesn’t speak with one voice.” Milavić said: “The Vice-president is 
wearing a mask, while the President doesn’t; some staffers wear them, some don’t. Everybody 
acts as they please. As time passes, White House begins to look more and more like the 
Balkans.” 
 
The Danes 
Starting pay for the humblest burger-flipper at McDonald’s in Denmark is about $22 an hour 
plus six weeks of paid vacation a year, life insurance, a year’s paid maternity leave and a 
pension plan.  Like all Danes, they enjoy universal medical insurance and paid sick leave.   One 
reason Denmark was more effective than the United States in responding to the crisis is that no 
Dane hesitated to seek treatment because of concerns about medical bills. 

Like the US, Denmark is beginning to open up again, but their economy is recovering faster 
because Danes kept their jobs. America’s unemployment rate last month was 14.7 percent, but 
Denmark’s is hovering in the range of 4 percent to 5 percent. “Our aim was that businesses 
wouldn’t fire workers,” Labor Minister Peter Hummelgaard told me. Denmark’s approach is 
simple: Along with some other European countries, it paid companies to keep employees on 
the payroll, reimbursing up to 90 percent of wages of workers who otherwise would have been 
laid off. 

The Danes pay an extra 19 cents of every dollar in taxes, compared with Americans, but for that 
they get free health care, free education from kindergarten through college, subsidized high-
quality preschool, a very strong social safety net and very low levels of poverty, homelessness, 
crime and inequality. On average, Danes live two years longer than Americans. 

BTW That Big Mac flipped by a $22-an-hour workers isn’t that much more expensive than an 
American one. One cost about 27 cents more on average in Denmark than in the United States.  

Education 
On average, educational institutions in OECD countries are mainly publicly funded. According to 
the OECD, governments provide 90% of funding for primary, secondary, and post-secondary 
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non-tertiary education and 66% for tertiary education.  The advantage of this funding method 
over the US way of having property taxes fund local education is shown in the results and the 
social impact. In the US, the higher the income area, the higher the tax revenue received, and 
the more funding the schools get ,with the result that every year predominantly nonwhite 
school districts receive a collective $23 billion less in school funding than their predominantly 
white counterparts, even though these districts serve the same number of students. 
 

The result is increased inequality, and a contribution to a US education system that according to 
the Pew Research Center places the US in 38th place out of 71 countries when it comes to 
math scores and 24th place when it comes to science.  And it’s getting worse.  In 1990, the US 
ranked sixth in the world for its levels of education and health — 21 spots ahead of where it is 
now.  Another contribution is the decline in US spending on elementary and high school 
education, which US News notes fell by 3% from 2010 to 2014, even as its student population 
grew by 1%. This is a sharp contrast to developed nations like the UK or Portugal, where 
education spending rose by more than 25% from 2008 to 2014.  
 
A FINAL WORD – CLIMATE CHANGE 
The global response to the pandemic is in a sense a testing ground for the international 
community's capacity to deal with the biggest and most complex international challenge of all - 
climate change.  In terms of co-operation, the Covid-19 experience so far yields a very mixed 
report, and the tensions that are likely to persist in the post-pandemic world will complicate 
things greatly. 
 
Getting the "process" of climate change back on track is one thing - crucial meetings, like the  
UN's Cop26 climate conference that was to have been held in Glasgow in November, have been 
postponed until next year.  However, the question that remains is how will the international 
mind-set have changed? Will there be a renewed sense of urgency and purpose?  How far will 
the new global order allow for rapid progress on this hugely complex issue?  Stay tuned. 
 
This is the last of this term’s classes.  My next communication will be at the beginning of July, 
when I share with you the usual monthly Newsletter.  Unitl then, stay safe and wear that 
mask!!  
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