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COVID-19 provides an opportunity for New Zealand and like-minded states to correct and strengthen 
the rules-based international system. 

 
Key findings 
 
• COVID-19 is a disruptive event which will redefine the new normal in what is a prolonged 

international transition. 
• There will be no return to the pre-globalization era and states will be obliged out of self-interest 

to extend international cooperation. 
• COVID-19 has helped make New Zealand a ‘minor power’ and Wellington must seek to deepen 

rules-based international system. 
 
 
Executive summary 
 
The COVID-19 global pandemic is a disruptive event with geopolitical implications. Torn between the 
opposing forces of nationalist fragmentation and international integration, this international order is 
being reframed by COVID-19. States like New Zealand – that took WHO warnings seriously, listened 
to healthcare professionals, and learned from the experience of other states – have seen their 
international credibility rise significantly, and this could open the door to a new strategy of 
reinvigorated multilateralism to deal with “problems without passports.”1 
 
What is the problem? 
 
The COVID-19 crisis has confirmed the near breakdown of an international rules-based order that New 
Zealand had almost taken for granted. It has highlighted the absence of an effective international 
crisis-management system with the UN Security Council largely marginalised, and also revealed 
traditional allies like the US and UK - currently led by populist governments - can no longer be relied 
upon to provide international leadership in a multilateral setting. 

 
What should be done? 
 
A global pandemic is a good time for New Zealand to reset its foreign policy. By clearly rejecting the 
politics of populism, isolationism and protectionism, Wellington should actively champion, along with 

 
1 Annan, Kofi “Problems Without Passports,” Foreign Policy, November 9, 2009: 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/11/09/problems-without-passports/ 
 



 
 

 
 

 

like-minded states, an international rules-based order (IRBO) as the most realistic approach to global 
challenges that do not respect borders.  
 
The COVID-19 Crisis 
 
The COVID-19 global pandemic is only the latest in a long line of preventable catastrophes and 
disasters. Since late November 2019, the COVID-19 has spread from the Chinese city of Wuhan to 
more than 180 countries and territories, affecting every continent except Antarctica. 
  
On 30 January, the World Health Organisation (WHO) declared the outbreak of COVID-19 as a “public 
health emergency of international concern” and advised countries to respond to the virus with a 
multifaceted strategy of testing, contact tracing, isolation and treatment. Deeply concerned by the 
alarming levels of spread and severity, the WHO classified COVID-19 as a pandemic on 11 March. 
To date, there have been 297,108 deaths worldwide from COVID-19 and 4,381,126 confirmed cases 
worldwide.2 
 
The Geopolitical Context 
 
Most observers agree that a post-COVID-19 world will be different, but beyond that opinion is sharply 
divided. 
 
On the one-hand, there are scholars and diplomats who believe the impact of the lockdown response 
to COVID-19 in many nations will reinvigorate nationalism at the expense of globalization, which is 
seen as a project that has failed, and nation-states will strengthen their status as the world’s important 
and legitimate players. According to this perspective, the emerging global order would be 
characterised by de-globalization and protectionism and by intensified geopolitical competition 
involving the great powers like the US and China and also conflicts like the relatively brief oil price war 
between Saudi Arabia and Russia.3 
 
On the other hand, other observers see globalization is an structural change powered by 
technological change, which has made the world more interconnected and that states will not able 
to reverse this trend. According to this view, there will be no return to the pre-globalization era and 
states confronted by transboundary challenges that they cannot control will be obliged, sooner or 
later, out of self-interest to seek greater international coordination and support in what is a period of 
international transition.  
 
The International Transition and the Impact of COVID-19 
 
On balance, the latter possibility appears to be more likely for several reasons.  
First, disruptive events in the past such as industrialisation, the Russian revolution of 1917, the end of 
the Second World War, and the end of the Cold War led to the emergence of new perspectives, daily 
routines, power relations and resource distribution. Second, the response of states to the COVID-19 

 
2 “Mapping the Coronavirus Outbreak Across the World”, Bloomberg, 14 May 2020: 
https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2020-coronavirus-cases-world-map/ 
3 Patman, Robert G. “COVID-19 and the Saudi Arabia-Russia Oil Price War” Interview, Global Insight, Bruce Munro, 
ODT, 12 March 2020: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ihZCF-WZ37A 



 
 

 
 

 

pandemic has highlighted a clear fault line in global politics, but also some indication of  things to 
come. 
 
Some of the highest death rates from COVID-19 are found in states with populist governments such 
as the US, UK and Brazil. These states seemed initially indifferent to the WHO warning on 30 January 
that COVID-19 was a “public health emergency of international concern”, appeared impervious to the 
public concerns of many healthcare experts, continued to emphasise a sense of national 
exceptionalism, and were painfully slow to react as the threat of the virus grew. 
 
In contrast, the nation-states that have performed well in keeping COVID-related deaths to relatively 
low levels include South Korea, Taiwan, Germany and New Zealand. What these states have in 
common is they acted early on the advice of an international institution, the World Health 
Organisation (WHO), consulted with a wide range of scientific and healthcare expertise, and were 
prepared to learn from each other.  
 
COVID-19, New Zealand, and the New Geopolitics 
 
Since the end of the Second World War, New Zealand has been a firm supporter of multilateralism 
and what is known as the liberal international order which can understood as an open and rules-
based system of international relations. For middle range and relatively small states, like New Zealand, 
multilateralism offers the prospect of a voice and influence on international issues that would not 
otherwise be possible in a self-help state system based largely on power. 
 
Amongst other things, the COVID-19 crisis has highlighted the absence of a functioning global public 
health infrastructure, the lack of an effective international crisis-management system with the UN 
Security Council failing to offer leadership and organisations like the WTO and IMF relegated to virtual 
bystanders, and showed that some nation-states like the UK, US and Brazil are ruled by leaders who 
apparently put their national pride and political interests above the safety and lives of their citizens. 
New Zealand has a vital stake in defending the rules-based multilateral system against its adversaries. 
But New Zealand and other supporters of the liberal order must do more than that.  
 
Another global crisis that does not respect borders is climate change. It is unfolding more slowly than 
COVID-19 but will have even greater consequences. The world had a chance to tackle it in the early 
1990s, but blew that opportunity through decades of denial over the mounting scientific evidence 
underpinning it. Much future damage caused by climate change cannot now be avoided. But wise 
policy-making can still limit the impact of this impending disaster – if all nation-states take the 
challenge seriously. As Swedish teenage climate activist Greta Thunberg has remarked: “We cannot 
solve a crisis without treating it as a crisis.”4 
 
That prospect is now emerging. For policy-makers, the key lesson of COVID-19 crisis is that effective 
leadership must be informed above all by science and the realities of complex interdependence 
within and across the borders of states. If this is true, it will become increasingly difficult for political 
leadership, based on nationalist posturing and slogans, to continue to deny the crisis of climate 
change, which constitutes the biggest threat to human life on earth. And such crisis recognition is 
likely to have radical geopolitical consequences as well. Two former US Secretaries of State, George 
Shultz and James Baker, recently observed that the winners “of the emerging clean energy race” will 

 
4 “Greta Thunberg’s Speech to the World,” Geneva Business News, 21 December 2018: 
https://www.gbnews.ch/greta-thunbergs-speech-to-the-world/ 



 
 

 
 

 

decisively shape world politics in the decades to come.5 Moreover, if climate change finally gets the 
international attention that it deserves, this will be a good time for New Zealand and like-minded 
states to strengthen global institutions. 
 
Renewing the International Rules-Based Order 
 
Two sets of reforms could bolster the international rules-based order.  
 
First, the global security situation is not realistically going to improve until the P-5 group loses the 
privilege of being able to veto any UN Security Council resolution they do not like. The brutal nine-
year civil war in Syria is a sad reminder that the use of the veto has made the UNSC incapable of 
delivering either stability or justice to places that are in desperate need of both. The veto power of 
the P-5 group should be abolished or severely circumscribed.6 
 
Second, it is time for a serious international debate on how the liberal economic system can be made 
to work better for more people. While there may be little consensus about what a reformed liberal 
economic order would look like, the current situation where 26 billionaires have almost as much 
wealth as half the world’s population is not morally acceptable or politically sustainable.7 
 
Conclusion 
 
Without such reforms, the rules-based international order will remain susceptible to the forces of 
authoritarianism, populism and demagoguery. To meet this challenge, New Zealand and other small 
and middle-level states will have to move from top-down multilateralism - where superpowers like 
America or China always lead - to a more bottom-up, strategic form of multilateralism that is capable 
of mobilizing international support for long overdue institutional reforms. Above all else, the COVID-
19 crisis has demonstrated to New Zealand and many other states that neither the US or China can 
be relied upon to protect their vital interests. 
 

 
5 Baker III, James A., George P. Shultz and Ted Halstead, “The Strategic Case for U.S. Climate Leadership,” Foreign 
Affairs, May/June 2020: 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-04-13/strategic-case-us-climate-leadership 
6 Davis, Lloyd S., and Robert G. Patman, “New Day or False Dawn” in Science Diplomacy: New Day or False Dawn 
(Singapore: World Scientific Publishing 2015) pp. 271-272 
7 Elliott, Larry “World’s 26 richest people own as much as poorest 50%, says Oxfam” The Guardian, 21 January 
2019: 
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/jan/21/world-26-richest-people-own-as-much-as-poorest-50-per-
cent-oxfam-report 
 


