
 

 

 

 

Prime-Minister Modi held a video conference on 15 March 2020 

(South Asia Association for Regional Cooperation, SAARC, n.d.) 

‘to discuss measures to contain the spread of COVID-19’ within 

the SAARC – which comprises Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, 

India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. It was attended 

by all heads of state of the region – except for Pakistan, which was 

represented by its Health Minister. 

The press reported on the results in a positive fashion. Madishetty 

(2020, March 17) in the Diplomat enhanced the encouraging 

contributions such as India’s proposal of a ‘COVID-19 Emergency 

Fund, with an initial commitment of $10 million’, while ‘Afghan 

President Ashraf Ghani suggested the ‘creation of a common 

framework for telemedicine’ and as both Sri Lanka and Bangladesh 

proposed the continuation of the common work on ministerial and 

expert levels.  

 According to Nambiar (2020, March 24) in the ‘Business 

Traveller’, the Emergency Fund received commitments from seven 

SAARC Member States – while Pakistan is apparently ready to 

join upon some formal adaptations to the Fund’s statute (Laskar, 

2020, March 25).  

A SAARC meeting of health experts was held on the 26 of March, 

and according to the Indian authorities which chaired the event ‘the 

enthusiastic and constructive participation by all SAARC member 

states demonstrated the shared commitment to work together to 

defeat the challenge posed by the coronavirus epidemic in the 

region’ (MEA Government of India, 2020, March 27). 
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 This regional diplomatic initiative regarding the virus has been so far a great success and managed 

to sidestep localised resistances. This is specially so when seen in contrast with what is happening 

with other well-established regional integration constructs such as the European Union, wherein the 

latest video-summit on the pandemic ended in a rather acrimonious exchange of words and no 

common strategy (Von der Burchard, 2020, March 27).   

Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s (Dhaka Tribune, 2020, March 15) insistence on the 

continuation of the plan ‘at technical-level involving health ministers and secretaries, and relevant 

health experts’ was particularly timely and certainly reminds me of what I consider to be Jean 

Monnet’s essential recipe for supranational integration: small and concrete steps!  

And now that the SAARC managed to embrace the crucial priority of allowing ‘health experts’ to 

lead the way in the fight against the virus, I believe it’s also time here to learn about the process 

undertaken by European decision makers and try to avoid the errors they are committing.  

The European Union houses what is internationally recognised as one of if not the main 

fundamental and applied health research centre on infectious diseases, the Mediterranean Hospital 

University Institute of Marseille (IHU – Méditerranée Infection, 2020), with many top experts. If 

we are to use standard, scientific, agreed criteria to identify the top World experts on communicable 

diseases, we will see the director of the Marseille Institute as the World number one scientist and 

several other members of the staff of the institute at the international top levels (Expertscape, n.d.).  

However, either because Marseille, in the longstanding of Napoleonic mind-set, is thought to be the 

‘Province’ that should not stand in the way of the capital, or because the therapy the Institute 

advances is readily available and in the public domain (and so blocks the prospective fabulous 

profits of the sale of new molecules), or still because the existing bureaucratic structures are jealous 

of the Institute’s success and cannot stand the criticisms of its outspoken director, the Institute was 

first ignored, then defamed and now is being side-lined by whatever possible means.1  

The Institute’s scientific message, as explained in numerous press-releases and its several 

videotaped conferences and interviews by its director (IHU – Méditerranée Infection, 2020), turns 

around the key words of testing, treating and understanding the virus dissemination. 

 
1 The debate has been rife and pursued mostly in French through hundreds of press articles, videos, blogs and social-
media groups and for the most part is available on the web.  
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Tests are crucial to diagnose, and the obstacles plaguing the needed mass-testing are organisational 

rather than technological. The World Health Organisation has now fully endorsed this strategy of 

testing. It is urgent to materialise it.  

This illness, as any other, needs to be treated, and the treatment exists, has been tested and stands 

based on medication available in the public domain. While the treatment presents very good results 

in the first stages of contamination, it loses its capacities at later stages, and this is a further reason 

why testing is so crucial. At later stages, it is the quality and capacity of hospital intensive care that 

will dictate the survival rate, and this is commonly acknowledged as the reason why Germany 

managed to have a higher survival rates than other European countries (Rhodes et al., 2012, July 

10).  

Most importantly, other than the sanitary and social distancing, it is important to consider the 

sensibility of the virus’ transmission to temperature and humidity and hence the seasonality of this 

pandemic’s evolution. As the Institute’s director explains, this is not surprising – in fact it is a 

common trait this disease shares with other well-known contagious respiratory illnesses. This 

crucial point is part of the growing scientific consensus on the issue (Cookson, 2020, March 25), 

but it is being resisted by some international structures without scientific basis.2 

The main consequences of this seasonality are two-fold: first, one shall aim at a medium-term 

strategy of many months rather than at a present magic moment; and second, regions dominated by 

tropical climates should expect the worse to come on the dry, cold season.  

This timing means that the possible vaccines or medications, which require a minimum of eighteen 

months to be available, will not be there when needed. South Asia must give utmost priority to 

prepare itself right now to future massive testing and medication and simultaneously preserve its 

full economic, social and political capacity to face the storm when it arrives at full strength. It is 

crucial to avoid wasting energies in costly short-term combats which use the wrong weaponry and 

will never be won.  

The newly found spirit of cooperation and faith in science and technology confronting the common 

danger is the key for a struggle that South Asia needs to win. 

  

 
2 The European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) on a study published on March 25 claims the 
contrary, on the basis of a single study dated February the 12th  (Luo et al., 2020, February 12) ECDC ignores the 
remaining vast scientific evidence that says the contrary to the quoted study. A more recent Chinese study - from 
March the 9th – (Wang et al., 2020) uses a robust correlation analysis between a hundred Chinese cities, whereas the 
earlier study only refers to anecdotal evidence from Singapore and Guangxi. 
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