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With unprecedented travel bans, full lockdowns, supply 

chain disruptions, and business shutdowns, COVID-19 is 

proving to be one of the most significant global threats after 

WWII. In this article, I discuss challenges for developing 

countries along the disaster management lifecycle, and 

propose public policy actions to support their disaster 

management strategy. 

The COVID-19 spread has scored extraordinary hits to the global 

economy, with cost estimates upwards of trillions of dollars.1 

While the pandemic is striking the economy with unparalleled 

force, policymakers should recall that COVID-19 is primarily a 

humanitarian crisis, a global threat that is leaving thousands of 

deaths and hundreds of thousands of victims.  

Developing countries2 are at the most risk in this disaster. Clear-

ly, developed nations also suffer and struggle to contain the dis-

ease, but developing nations are home to 85% of the global pop-

ulation and have the weakest response systems.  

WHAT’S THE TAKEAWAY? 
 
COVID-19 will cost the global 
economy trillions of dollars and 
exacerbate unrest and violence 
in developing nations. 
 

Policy recommendations: 
 Pre-position COVID-19 

testing infrastructure in 
high-risk regions. 

 Improve multiagency 
coordination systems. 

 Address food chain 
vulnerabilities. 

 Provide relief for small and 
informal businesses. 

 Boost cross-country 
cooperation and 
communication. 



2 COVID-19 is the second pandemic of the 21st 

century. The first was the 2009-2010 swine flu 

pandemic that left at least 100,000 dead. Mor-

tality rates from previous pandemics indicate 

that developing nations are at the most risk.3 As 

COVID-19 spreads globally—reaching fragile, 

conflict-torn countries in in Africa, Asia, the 

Middle East, and Latin America—travel bans, 

lockdowns, and social distancing policies may 

exacerbate social unrest and violence.4 

Disasters such as COVID-19 raise critical chal-

lenges across the disaster management lifecy-

cle. Figure 1 illustrates the dynamic of the four 

components of this cycle: (i) preparedness, (ii) 

response, (iii) rehabilitation, and (iv) mitiga-

tion. These components carry forward the relief 

and development strategy.5  

PREPAREDNESS  

Governments typically prepare by reducing the 

expected impact of a disaster. Reducing the im-

pact of COVID-19 is particularly challenging in 

developing countries because these countries 

face critical capacity and coordination issues.  

Some developing countries simply cannot pro-

vide the minimum sanitary conditions to con-

tain COVID-19 or properly care for their vic-

tims. Research led by Johns Hopkins University 

finds that nearly one-third of hospitals in devel-

oping countries lack running water. These hos-

pitals truck in water or use rainwater.6  

COVID-19 spreads silently using asymptomatic 

virus carriers, so the virus spreads fast and un-

detected. To contain COVID-19 infection, health 

experts recommend early and systematic test-

ing,  but the lack of infrastructure, shortage of 

medical equipment, and scant COVID-19 labs 

make that very difficult in developing countries. 

For many, it is merely unaffordable. For others, 

it is simply inconvenient amidst ongoing con-

flicts, where the virus can be an instrument of 

military or political power. Thus, in fragile and 

conflict contexts with rising indebtedness7 and 

a rising US dollar,8 many  countries lack the 

purchasing power or managerial capacity to 

enhance their response infrastructure. 

Developing countries should prioritize strict 

measures to prevent and stop the propagation 

of the virus. To reduce delays in containing the 

disease, those that can afford capacity expan-

sions, should work to match supply with poten-

tial demand by pre-positioning COVID-19 test-

ing infrastructure in high-risk regions.  

Preparing the response strategy requires multi-

agency coordination, a feature lacking in many 

developing countries where corruption and po-

litical instability run rampant. Responding to 

COVID-19 requires that multiple organiza-

tions—both public and private—share infor-

mation and responsibilities. Developing-

country governments should prepare infor-

mation-sharing systems that provide central 

planners and essential response officers the 

data needed for adequate decision-making dur-

ing a disaster. Research shows that multiagency 

coordination organizations—like US healthcare 

coalitions—can improve the public sector's dis-
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Source: Based on Tomasini and Van Wassenhove (2009). 

Figure 1: Disaster Management Lifecycle  



aster response capacity, especially when agen-

cies face binding capacity constraints.9  

RESPONSE 

At the response phase, governments aim to ad-

dress the urgent needs of the population. The 

COVID-19 spread poses various challenges for 

the distribution of critical inventory and aid. 

Supply chain disruptions around the world im-

pede adequate stockpiling of strategic invento-

ry to contain the disease and treat the victims.  

With global value chains disrupted and imports 

unaffordable, developing countries rely on local 

supply chains to maintain adequate levels of 

food and essential items. In these countries, 

however, food production and distribution rely 

on a large number of small producers and in-

volve a large number of food handlers, leaving 

the food chains exposed to unhygienic environ-

ments and possible contamination.10 The coro-

navirus disease may, therefore, spread quickly 

with the distribution of food and essential 

items.  

Governments should guarantee that the most 

vulnerable populations get their supplies from 

sources meeting the government's quality 

standards by improving supplier-buyer com-

munications and having agencies implement 

food safety guidelines and mechanisms to trace 

food chain handling.  

REHABILITATION  

During the rehabilitation stage, governments 

aim to restore the quality of life and rebuild. 

While rich countries have a better chance of a 

fast recovery, developing countries, including 

conflict and fragile nations, are disproportion-

ally affected by the pandemic and have time-

sensitive rehabilitation needs.  

All sectors of the economy are hit by the COVID

-19 spread—from tourism and airlines, to auto-

motive and consumer products. With full lock-

downs on the way, small businesses will take 

the hardest hit, and many of them will have dif-

ficulties restarting operations due to binding 

operational and capital constraints. In develop-

ing countries, the problem can be overwhelm-

ing because small and informal businesses are 

the majority, and governments cannot afford 

the audacious stimulus plans that wealthy na-

tions offer to their small businesses. As a result, 

developing countries can fall into a spiral of 

poverty and inequity spanning generations. 

To avoid a long-term "poverty trap," developing 

countries, with the help of the international 

community, should rush the recovery phase, 

helping both the informal and formal sectors of 

the economy. Research shows that when the 

recovery phase is slow, economic pain and dep-

rivation costs are much more profound, partial-

ly because these families have precarious liveli-

hoods even before a disaster strikes.11 

MITIGATION  

Finally, mitigation is the crucial stage to plan 

for reducing the risk of future disasters. Re-

searchers cannot tell whether there will be 

multiple waves of the same (or a mutated) vi-

rus. The scientific community is also unsure of 

the virus’ seasonality. If the spread of COVID-19 

doesn't hit a barrier as summer approaches, or 

if a mutated virus appears, mitigating the im-

pact of future waves of the disease will be very 

challenging. 

With this uncertainty, mitigation success de-

pends on the knowledge we can collect now 

about what we can do better tomorrow—

knowledge about the response strategy, the 

humanitarian logistics, the medical protocols, 
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etc. Humanitarian operations research suggests 

that knowledge and better practices emerge 

after high-impact disasters such as armed con-

flicts.12 The problem is then how to disseminate 

this knowledge to developing nations. To im-

prove communications, health agencies around 

the world should expand their cooperation and 

information-sharing with agencies in develop-

ing countries. The developed world should also 

work to establish communication channels to 

facilitate the continuous transmission of 

knowledge and best practices.  

FINAL REMARK  

In a world more connected than ever, it seems 

safe to assume that the virus is here to stay. De-

cisive public policy actions are needed to help 

the developing world prepare, respond, reha-

bilitate, and mitigate the potentially devastating 

and long-lasting consequences of this pandem-

ic. We hope developed nations are now learning 

how to deal with this disaster more efficiently 

and effectively and recognize that sharing that 

knowledge and collaborating with the countries 

in the most need is essential for their own relief 

and development strategy. 
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