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Chapter 1
Covid-19 and International Development: 
Impacts, Drivers and Responses

Elissaios Papyrakis 

Abstract The current coronavirus pandemic fundamentally reshapes existing 
debates and processes in international development. The unprecedented (and rap-
idly evolving) crisis is generating a number of substantial challenges for developing 
economies. Governments in low-income nations often find it extremely hard to cope 
with the increased demand for health services, make prompt decisions and put them 
into action, protect vulnerable segments of society and offer immediate relief to 
affected economic sectors. The current pandemic influences several development 
outcomes (in the domains of poverty/inequality, health, education, migration, for-
mal/informal employment, (de)globalisation, the extractive sector, climate change, 
water and the global financial system).

1.1  Introduction

Since the first known human infections in Wuhan, China in late 2019, the coronavi-
rus SARS-CoV-2 (responsible for the Covid-19 disease and current pandemic) has 
rapidly spread to almost every single country around the world. There are currently 
more than three million deaths attributed to Covid-19 (and close to 140  million 
infections – although the accuracy of these figures depends largely on the testing 
practices of individual countries). Many developing countries have experienced a 
very large (cumulative) number of Covid-19 related deaths; Brazil, Mexico and 
India, for instance, have reported more than 365,000, 210,000 and 170,000 
coronavirus- related deaths (as of April 2021; detailed information can be found at 
the WHO website: https://covid19.who.int). The limited institutional preparedness 
and poor health infrastructure to deal with the rapid spread of the virus was much 
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encapsulated in numerous pictures of dead bodies lining the streets of Guayaquil 
(Ecuador’s biggest city) in early 2020 (Benitez et al., 2020).

The effects of the pandemic extend beyond the excess mortality attributed to 
Covid-19 infections. Prolonged lock-downs, squeezed public budgets, disruption in 
supply chains and delayed health care for other medical (and mental) problems and 
diseases have all exacerbated a large number of existing developmental challenges 
(Oldekop et al., 2020). Lack of institutional preparedness and budget constraints, 
inadequate infrastructure and limited access to information and public resources 
constitute a toxic mix that amplifies both health and economic vulnerability (as well 
as reinforce existing patterns of inequalities across and within countries). Many of 
the global poor work in the informal economy and are, hence, especially vulnerable 
to restrictions in mobility (and have found themselves with hardly any means to 
help buffer the economic shocks and income loss; see Narula, 2020). The combina-
tion of the pandemic and widespread poverty has aggravated food shortages and 
heightened economic insecurity for vulnerable individuals and communities.

The current coronavirus pandemic fundamentally reshapes existing debates and 
processes in international development (Loayza & Pennings, 2020). Governments 
in low-income nations often find it extremely hard to cope with the increased 
demand for health services, make prompt decisions and put them into action, protect 
vulnerable segments of the population and offer immediate relief to affected eco-
nomic sectors (Gerard et al., 2020). While all of us battle the pandemic at home, it 
is equally important to oppose isolationism and avoid losing sight of what happens 
in other (more vulnerable) parts of the world. Vaccine nationalism not only imposes 
an unfair disadvantage on developing nations (which often are unable to afford pref-
erential agreements with pharmaceutical multinationals) but also fails to prevent the 
further mutation of the virus and, hence, protect global health (Gastrow & Lawrance, 
2021). There is a need for an in-depth critical discussion on how the current pan-
demic negatively affects multiple development outcomes (e.g. in the domains of 
poverty/inequality, health, education, migration, informal employment, (de)globali-
sation, the extractive sector, climate change, and the global financial system) and, in 
effect, reverses earlier development gains for the global poor.

1.2  Structure and Intellectual Contribution of the Book

While the Covid-19 pandemic has been affecting all countries around the world 
(both directly through its health impacts and indirectly through its negative income 
and trade shocks), there are a number of associated threats that are more pervasive 
and pronounced for vulnerable low-income groups of individuals and countries. 
The objective of the book (and, more generally, the common purpose of its eleven 
complementary chapters that follow) has been to highlight these inequalities in vul-
nerability and identify their underlying causes. It aims at presenting the multifac-
eted short and long-term impacts of the pandemic on developing economies, 
vulnerable communities, and international markets and relations more broadly. 
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Each chapter focuses on a specific field of international development and examines 
how the current pandemic amplifies pre-existing challenges and grievances.

Chapter 2 discusses the fundamental weaknesses of the international financial 
and fiscal system in responding to the challenges of the Covid-19 pandemic. While 
developed economies can resort to significant fiscal and monetary expansion (at 
very low cost) to protect livelihoods, developing nations face severe liquidity con-
straints to do the same for their citizens. Additional financial support for low-income 
countries provided by the IMF and the World Bank has fallen well short of funding 
needs and is fraught with policy conditionality working against speedy economic 
recovery. Donor governments also did not step up to the plate as flows of official 
development assistance (ODA) fell amidst the pandemic. This is severely inhibiting 
not only the protection of livelihoods in developing countries, but also their capacity 
to save lives threatened by the pandemic as their health systems remain severely 
underfunded and means are lacking to secure access to vaccines. The chapter under-
pins several reform proposals to structurally increase international financial response 
capacity to deal better with future shocks and crises, including a. setting up proper 
mechanisms for international tax coordination and sovereign debt management, b. 
reforming policy conditionality linked to international development finance, and c. 
issuance of true international liquidity (in the form of IMF special drawing rights) 
to leverage vast amounts of additional development finance, not just to respond to 
the economic consequences of COVID-19 but also to meet the additional invest-
ment finance requirements for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals.

Chapter 3 proceeds to analyse the potential effects of the pandemic on globalisa-
tion through three lenses: namely, the economic, social and political aspects of our 
global interconnected societies. Across all three dimensions, the pandemic has 
reduced the extent of globalisation by diminishing international trade volumes, con-
straining tourism opportunities and international mobility, and prompting in some 
cases isolationist political responses. However, any deglobalisation process is likely 
to be relatively modest with evidence already pointing to a quick recovery and 
reversal to the pre-Covid-19 situation. Earlier pessimistic scenarios pointing to a 
repetition of a drastic deglobalisation similar to the one of the 1930s seem to be 
unfounded. To a large extent, the pandemic even highlighted the importance and 
need for global concerted action and coordination for problems that transcend 
national borders.

One of the most visible aspects of globalisation has been the increasing move-
ment of people across national borders; in recent decades, thousands of migrants 
travelled very far, crossing multiple borders in search of safety and a better future 
(and, in this way, contributed to the multi-ethnic and multicultural mosaics of our 
modern societies). Chapter 4 provides an in-depth analysis and reflection on how 
the current pandemic has impacted the lives of migrants by probing into several 
health and socio-economic effects. The research is based on 18 interviews with 
representatives of Ethiopian and Eritrean migrant communities and organisations in 
the Netherlands. It becomes apparent that migrants are particularly vulnerable to the 
negative shocks and impacts of the pandemic. Their employment in temporary and 
precarious jobs, large distance to family members and friends still based in their 
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countries of origin and uncertainty about the future all magnify the coronavirus- 
related challenges these communities face. Language barriers prevent many 
migrants to fully access important information on Covid-19 prevention and treat-
ment (and more broadly about health and social benefits). The chapter also explores 
in detail issues of gender and discusses how the gender-based division of labour 
within migrant households disadvantages disproportionately women (and more so 
during the times of the pandemic).

Chapter 5 discusses the consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic for economic 
inequality, both within and between nations. Typically, negative economic shocks 
and severe recessions are associated with rises in income inequality (given the 
higher vulnerability of the poor). This is both due to the disproportionate effect of 
economic contractions on unskilled labour and informal employment, as well as the 
limited access of poorer segments of the population to health services and informa-
tion. In addition, the high degree of labour substitutability (as a result of technologi-
cal advancements in automation and artificial intelligence) keeps wages suppressed, 
in contrast to earlier pandemics that induced labour scarcities in relation to other 
production factors. Worldwide, the relatively mild impact of the pandemic on 
China’s economy will likely increase the population-weighted global inequality. 
The implications are likely to extend beyond the immediate economic realm; exces-
sive inequality will likely undermine liberal democratic governance and increase 
populism both in developed and developing economies.

Chapters 6 and 7 concentrate their attention to the Covid-19 impacts on the for-
mal and informal labour markets. Chapter 6 first discusses the possible repercussion 
for formal employment. The coronavirus pandemic resulted in a dramatic contrac-
tion of global economic activity, with potentially devastating effects for the labour 
market. Such labour effects can be the result of reduced labour productivity (due to 
sickness) or diminished labour demand by firms due to heightened economic uncer-
tainty. The chapter provides a systematic review of the recent literature and uses 
meta-analysis techniques (based on 2429 existing estimates from studies focusing 
both on developed and developing economies) to evaluate the short-term impact of 
the pandemic on formal employment. It finds no meaningful impacts on earnings, 
hours worked and (un)employment both for developed and developing economies. 
While these results present a more optimistic picture that one might have antici-
pated, there is a risk that some of the Covid-19 labour impacts may materialise with 
a time lag in the near future.

Chapter 7 deals with the implications of the Covid-19 pandemic for those 
employed in the informal sector. Typically, informal employment is a much larger 
source of income for developing countries; in many parts of the developing world, 
the majority of individuals find employment in the informal sector, which is charac-
terised by precarious working conditions, mediocre income levels and lack of social 
benefits and support. The current pandemic, similar to other earlier major health 
crises and shocks, intensifies the precariousness of working conditions for those in 
the informal economy. Adhering to strict health regulations (e.g. in the form of 
social distancing) implies loss of income for most informal workers. Many decide, 
nevertheless, to ignore Covid-19 rules in order to secure some minimum income for 
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their survival, at the risk of infecting themselves and their families. For the vast 
majority of informal workers, who are characterised by low educational attainments 
and limited connection to formal employment networks, the transition to formal 
employment is almost impossible (especially during periods of severe economic 
contraction and higher unemployment rates). Women, younger individuals and 
workers from ethnic minorities are particularly affected by the Covid-19 pandemic 
and its impacts on informal employment.

Chapters 8 and 9 focus on the health and educational impacts of the Covid-19 
pandemic. Chapter 8 pays attention to the indirect Covid-19 related deaths, as a 
result of the pandemic worsening health conditions for young children and prospec-
tive mothers, as well as HIV, tuberculosis and malaria patients. The economic costs 
of these health impacts, together with the cost of delayed health care, can have 
substantial repercussions for the economic growth of many developing countries. 
The economic cost of Covid-19 associated reductions in regular hospital discharges 
can be close to a 1% GDP loss for Sub-Saharan economies (as in the case of Ghana 
and Sierra Leone). For this reason, wealthier economies and international organisa-
tions need to provide generous financial support towards developing countries that 
will both directly reduce the rate of Covid-19 mutations and infections, as well 
provide uninterrupted health services for pre-existing health problems and diseases.

Chapter 9 probes into the educational effects of the pandemic, paying particular 
attention to the specificities and institutional weaknesses of developing economies. 
It examines in detail the disruption of recurrent (or prolonged) lockdowns and social 
distancing to educational services. This disruption is not a mere inconvenience but 
can also deactivate learning engagement and result in a loss of already acquired 
knowledge – it can also generate a significant loss of interest in education, which 
subsequently increases school absenteeism and desertion. In the longer term, this 
disruption can bring about reduced employment opportunities and diminished social 
cohesion. The authors include an in-depth case study based on data from Latin 
America, highlighting the unpreparedness of many countries in adopting digital 
technologies and switching to online education. This digital gap also takes place 
within countries, with vulnerable communities and poorer households lacking 
access to new technologies and skills. As a result of this, the pandemic is currently 
reversing prior progress in the domains of educational quality and poverty 
alleviation.

The last three chapters of the book link the ongoing pandemic with natural 
resource management across three dimensions: the extractive industry, climate 
change and water. Chapter 10 discusses how the presence of extractive industries 
influences the resilience of indigenous communities to external health shocks (as in 
the case of the Covid-19 pandemic). The study pays particular attention to the chal-
lenges posed by Covid-19 for indigenous populations in the Amazon. These are 
communities characterised by high poverty levels and very limited access to health 
services due to their remoteness. The arrival of extractive industry and external 
employment has several negative repercussions for the ability of these communities 
to cope with Covid-19 (and more broadly with external threats). It has deprived 
them of the ability to regulate human movement and limit contact with outsiders. At 
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the same time, exposure to extractive activities (and the market economy more gen-
erally) gradually erodes ancestral knowledge on traditional medicine and health 
practices (which is often the sole protection against diseases given the widespread 
lack of access to alternative health facilities). This is the outcome of a general deep- 
rooted ‘extractive imperative’ that promotes mineral extractions as a necessary 
component of national development, even when this comes at the expense of indig-
enous communities and their rights.

Chapter 11 focuses on the Covid-19 pandemic and its implications for global 
warming and associated climate policies. As a result of the current economic down-
turn and restrictions in mobility, there has been a significant (but likely temporary) 
drop in carbon emissions. While environmentalists and climate scholars have wel-
comed this decline in greenhouse gasses, there is a need to devise a long-term strat-
egy that ensures a more sustained transformation towards a relatively carbon-free 
economy. Along these lines, governments and international organisations need to 
ensure that there is no reduction in funding towards climate change mitigation and 
adaptation (either as a result of budget cuts or diversion of funds towards other 
objectives). Responsibility naturally also lies with each individual. The pandemic 
offers a unique opportunity to reflect on our current unsustainable lifestyles and 
incentivise behavioural changes that improve our collective well-being and safe-
guard climate stability (and protection of the natural environment more broadly).

Chapter 12 probes into the linkages between the Covid-19 pandemic and the 
water sector, paying particular attention to how the ongoing health crisis exacer-
bates pre-existing problems and challenges. Limited access to clean water and sani-
tation has been a chronic problem in many developing countries, but also for 
vulnerable communities in wealthier nations. The pandemic and limited access to 
water can lock vulnerable individuals in a reinforcing vicious circle, where water 
scarcity leads to higher infection rates, poor health, constrained abilities to earn 
income and a further reduced affordability of water services. At the same time, poor 
water governance and other combined factors have increased food import depen-
dency in many parts of the world; the current disruption by the pandemic to global 
supply chains and trade has introduced a heightened risk of food shortages for these 
countries. For these reasons, both more macro-scale policies are urgently needed 
that safeguard the uninterrupted provision of funds for the water sector (in the form 
of public/private investment, international aid and support for water utilities), as 
well as more micro-scale interventions that incentivise positive behavioural changes 
regarding water use and sanitation.

1.3  Some Key Messages

While each of the book chapters has a distinctive thematic focus, jointly they allow 
us to draw some common key messages regarding the Covid-19 impacts on devel-
oping countries and appropriate responses.
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Message 1. Many of the global poor work in the informal economy and are, hence, 
especially vulnerable to restrictions in mobility. The current pandemic has inten-
sified the precariousness of their working conditions and severely reduced their 
income. Their vulnerability is further enhanced by their inability to access  formal 
relief funding and other related social protection benefits. Formal employment, 
on the other hand, appears to be much more resilient. (Chaps. 5, 6 and 7).

Message 2. Vulnerability is further enhanced by unequal access to information. 
Poorer communities and individuals often face restricted access to vital informa-
tion, both in relation to Covid-19 prevention and treatment, as well as with 
respect to the provision of socio-economic support in periods of financial distress 
(Chaps. 4 and 5).

Message 3. Developing countries have fewer means to protect their economies from 
the Covid-19 shock. They are unable to resort to fiscal and monetary expansion 
in order to stimulate their economies and minimise the health repercussions of 
the pandemic (Chap. 2).

Message 4. Linked to the above, the pandemic exacerbates existing inequalities, 
hinders the provision of public goods (locally, nationally and globally) and 
hence slows down (or even reserves) progress towards the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). Several intertwined factors (the economic down-
turn, increases in unemployment, health impacts, rise in poverty, unequal distri-
bution of impacts, informational asymmetries etc) make it increasingly more 
difficult for developing countries to meet the SDGs (Chaps. 2, 3, 5, 8, 9, 10, 11 
and 12).

Message 5. The pandemic has a negative effect on globalisation, which is likely 
though to be of a temporary nature. The pandemic coincides with reduced inter-
national trade volumes, diminished tourism opportunities and constrained inter-
national mobility, although there is already evidence pointing to a quick recovery. 
In several cases, there is evidence of isolationist political responses and lack of 
international solidarity (Chaps. 2 and 3).

Message 6. Worsening health conditions and delayed health care impose a substan-
tial economic cost to developing countries. Limited access to water is an addi-
tional chronic problem in many developing nations that reinforces a vicious 
circle of higher infection rates, poor health, constrained abilities to earn income 
and reduced affordability of water services (Chaps. 8 and 12).

Message 7. The pandemic generates a substantial disruption to educational ser-
vices in developing countries. This relates to both the institutional unprepared-
ness in switching to online education, as well as the overall lack of access to 
digital technologies and skills for low-income households (Chaps. 9 and 11).

Message 8. There is a gendered dimension of the Covid-19 impacts. The gender- 
based division of labour disadvantages disproportionately women (who often 
bear the entire responsibility of schooling kids and taking care of other family 
members during the lockdown). Impacts on informal employment also particu-
larly affect women (and other vulnerable groups) who find it much harder to 
participate in paid work (Chaps. 4 and 7).
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Message 9. Indigenous communities and ethnic minority groups are particularly 
vulnerable to the health and socio-economic impacts of the pandemic. Exposure 
to the market economy and external employment limits the ability of indigenous 
populations to regulate human movement and preserve ancestral knowledge on 
health practices (Chap. 10). Ethnic communities within developed countries also 
face severe limitations in accessing relevant information and job opportunities 
during the pandemic (Chaps. 4 and 7).

Message 10. Interest in environmental issues may diminish as a result of the pan-
demic. There is a risk of reduction in funding for climate change mitigation and 
adaptation, as well as for for water security (as a result of budget constraints and 
diversion of funds towards other objectives). Limited access to water and accel-
erated global warming, however, make the occurrence of future pandemics more 
likely and can intensify their impact on vulnerable individuals (Chaps. 11 
and 12).
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