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Africa has a COVID-19 time bomb to
defuse

Coronavirus is a looming threat to Africa’s population of more than 1.2
billion.
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Africa’s healthcare systems will be overwhelmed when coronavirus cases escalate.
Africa has little hope of support when countries like the US cannot supply its
healthcare workers with personal protective equipment.
In Liberia, the first case of COVID-19 came from someone who brought the disease from
Switzerland. This traveller’s household cook was the next in Liberia to test positive for the
infection.
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This is not the way it is supposed to work. According to the stereotypes, it is the working class in
the slums of a non-industrialized country – in this story, that would be the cook – who transfers
the infection to the traveller, who then brings the contagion to the industrialized nation. But we do
not live in stereotypical times.
Think back to the Ebola outbreak in West Africa a few years back. Seven out of the 28,646
suspected cases escaped the African continent in three and a half years and yet the industrialized
world was in a full-scale panic.
Today, it is the industrialized world that is exporting an infectious disease to the global south.
While not as deadly as Ebola, COVID-19 is far more contagious.
Africa, with its long underfunded healthcare systems, is a time bomb just waiting to explode. The
first few dozens of COVID-19 infections were detected in March, but the virus probably arrived
weeks or months before.
In Africa, deaths from COVID-19 might far exceed what the world is witnessing right now unless
major steps are taken. But we have little hope for substantial financial support when countries like
the US cannot afford to properly supply its healthcare workers with personal protective equipment
(PPE).

In hearing stories of workers trying to make their own visors and re-using surgical masks, I think
back to the Ebola outbreak when we in Liberia were compelled to do the same. The lack of PPE
had a catastrophic effect: 192 health workers died in Liberia from Ebola and related causes.
And yet, with a virus this dangerous, the international community should invest in all countries
needing help, from the US to Liberia to anywhere else, because to do otherwise would allow this
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/africa-covid-19-time-bomb-defuse/
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infection to continue its virulent march around the world.
Sub-Saharan Africa is disproportionally affected by communicable diseases such as HIV/AIDS,
malaria and tuberculosis. Non-communicable diseases such as heart attacks and cancer are on
the rise, coupled with frequent outbreaks of diseases such as Ebola, measles, meningitis, and
monkeypox. Health systems are severely challenged: they have unreliable stocks of essential
medicines; little to no electricity; high medical fees for patients; and poor access to health
facilities. We have some of the worst child and maternal morbidity and mortality rates on the
planet.

What is the World Economic Forum doing about the coronavirus outbreak?
A new strain of Coronavirus, COVID 19, is spreading around the world, causing deaths and
major disruption to the global economy.
Responding to this crisis requires global cooperation among governments, international
organizations and the business community, which is at the centre of the World Economic
Forum’s mission as the International Organization for Public-Private Cooperation.

The Forum has created the COVID Action Platform, a global platform to convene the
business community for collective action, protect people’s livelihoods and facilitate business
continuity, and mobilize support for the COVID-19 response. The platform is created with
the support of the World Health Organization and is open to all businesses and industry
groups, as well as other stakeholders, aiming to integrate and inform joint action.
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/africa-covid-19-time-bomb-defuse/
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As an organization, the Forum has a track record of supporting efforts to contain epidemics.
In 2017, at our Annual Meeting, the Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (CEPI)
was launched – bringing together experts from government, business, health, academia and
civil society to accelerate the development of vaccines. CEPI is currently supporting the
race to develop a vaccine against this strand of the coronavirus.
Hide

There isn’t much in Africa standing in the way of COVID-19. It is one of the fastest-moving and
hardest-hitting pandemics in human history. This is a looming threat to the over 1.2 billion people
on the continent of Africa. The high-income countries that bear much of the healthcare costs in
Africa are confronted with the COVID-19 fight themselves.
To be honest, unless we obtain more support, we may never know the true impact of COVID-19.
Liberia’s healthcare system was able to identify these first two cases and track down their
contacts – as a top-line system should. Many other African countries are also ahead of the curve,
thanks to our experiences with Ebola.
But once the cases escalate, even the best of systems will be overwhelmed. And this pandemic
will never end if we cannot root out all of the infections it causes, even in the poorest of countries.
As we see with other infectious diseases like tuberculosis, once they find a home in the slums and
other impoverished places around the world, infections will always escape out and threaten the
wealthier regions.
The Ebola epidemic that raged through West Africa was an existential threat to Guinea, Liberia
and Sierra Leone. A challenge to governments around the world, it severely threatened
international public health systems in ways they have never been challenged before.
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And yet, even as the first few months of COVID-19 has hit harder than Ebola, there is one lesson
learned that many of us will never forget.
We are all on this planet together. You may not be able to wall off diseases like COVID-19 and
Ebola, but you also cannot wall off the common bonds of humanity that all of us share. If we are
to get through this pandemic – and we will, because humans are a stubborn species – we will get
through it together, by providing support to the more impoverished parts of the world. This
chapter of our history does not have to end so darkly.
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