The U.S. and China Could Cooperate to Defeat the Pandemic
Instead, Their Antagonism Makes Matters Worse s ruiong ruang
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Infectious diseases typically generate oppor-
tunities for international cooperation. During the
Cold War era, scientists in the former Soviet U-
nion and the United States jointly developed and
improved a polio vaccine. The same spirit of co-
operation animated the U.S.-Chinese response to
the SARS outbreak of 2003. In September 2005,
the presidents of the two countries hammered out
“Ten Core Principles” of global pandemic re-
sponse, which were later supported by 88 nations
and agencies. On May 6, 2009, President Hu Jin-
tao of China personally called U.S. President
Barack Obama to express his “sincere condo-
lences” for the HINI outbreak in the United
States and his desire to “maintain communication
with the World Health Organization, the United
States, and other relevant parties, as well as
strengthen cooperation, to jointly deal with this
challenge to human health and safety.”

The COVID-19 outbreak should have of-
fered a perfect opportunity for China and the U-
nited States to rise above their differences and
tackle a common threat together. The two coun-
tries could have joined hands to support the World
Health Organization in coordinating an interna-
tional response to the pandemic. Experts from the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) in the United States could have helped
China investigate the origin and nature of the
“mysterious” virus, at a time when their Chinese
counterparts were overwhelmed and needed more
specialized expertise in the field. As a leading
manufacturer and exporter of active pharmaceuti-
cal ingredients, China could have worked closely
with the United States to minimize the disruption
of the drug supply chain. Both countries have ro-
bust capacities to manufacture vaccines: they
could have mobilized these capabilities in a coop-
erative effort to develop and produce a vaccine.
Such efforts, in combination with the historic
phase one trade deal that the two countries
reached on December 13, 2019, would have
cooled tensions and reinvigorated a relationship
that trade war and strategic rivalry have soured
over the past three years.

STAY INFORMED.

Indeed, until late January, U.S.-Chinese co-
operation over a COVID-19 response remained
promising. China informed the United States
about the disease situation as early as January 3. It
shared the genetic sequencing of the novel coron-
avirus on January 10, enabling the United States

to develop diagnostic tests for the disease and ad-
vance a potential vaccine. U.S. Secretary of
Health and Human Services Alex Azar offered to
send a team of CDC experts to China to observe
the outbreak and help if possible. The presidents
of the two countries spoke on the phone on Febru-
ary 7, when U.S. President Donald Trump ex-
pressed his readiness to send experts to China and
provide other forms of assistance.

But for more than a month starting in early
January, Beijing showed no interest in Azar’s of-
fer. Margaret Brennan of Face the Nation pressed
Cui Tiankai, the Chinese ambassador to the Unit-
ed States, on the matter, but he dodged the ques-
tion. On January 31, Trump signed an executive
order ban-
ning all
foreign na-
tionals who
had recent-
ly been in
China from |
entering
the United
States. The
same day,
U.S. Secre-
tary of
Commerce
Wilbur
Ross said that the outbreak in China would help
accelerate the return of jobs to the United States.

Chinese authorities greeted the U.S. restric-
tions with concern. An article posted by the offi-
cial Xinhua News noted that the U.S. measures
were “tantamount to a travel ban, which will al-
low other countries to isolate China,” generating
what could be a major shock to China’s economy.
Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying did
not hide her frustration with the United States on
February 3, when she said, “The U.S. government
has not provided any substantive help to the Chi-
nese side yet. On the contrary, it was the first to
withdraw its consulate staff from Wuhan, the first
to suggest the partial withdrawal of embassy staff,
the first to announce a ban on entry by Chinese
citizens after the WHO made it clear that it
doesn’t recommend and even opposes travel and
trade restrictions against China.”

Four days later, U.S. Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo pledged up to $100 million to help China
and other affected countries fight COVID-19. But
China’s nationalist tabloid Global Times was
quick to point out that there was no guarantee that
China would receive that money, because it was
to come from the Global Health Security budget,
which is used to address a range of acute disease
outbreaks worldwide. On March 20, a Chinese
foreign ministry spokesperson tweeted that “Chi-
na has not received a penny” from the U.S. gov-
ernment. Moreover, the Chinese authorities had

reason to distrust Pompeo’s words: days before his
pledge to help China fight COVID-19, the secretary
had called the Chinese Communist Party “the central
threat of our times.”

Beijing was upset not just with U.S. government
officials but with the U.S. news media, as well.Start-
ing in February, U.S. outlets aggressively reported
COVID-19 outbreaks in China, and their criticism of
the country’s handling of the crisis drew the wrath of
the Chinese government. On February 3, The Wall
Street Journal published an opinion piece titled, “Chi-
na is the Real Sick Man of Asia.” Although the piece
described only the problems in Chinese governance,
the headline brought back the historical memory of
China being humiliated and bullied by Western pow-

. ers. In Cui’s
words, itwas
“very insulting
on the
Chinese
tion.”

entire
na-

China’s
foreign ministry
spokesperson
denounced the
column as
“racist” and
“malicious”
and demanded
an open and for-
mal apology
from the The Wall Street Journal. Before the anger
over the column could subside, the Trump administra-
tion imposed new limits on the operation in the United
States of state-run Chinese news organizations, limit-
ing to 100 the number of Chinese citizens who could
work in the United States for five news organizations
and forcing 60 Chinese employees of the organizations
to leave the country. The next day, China announced
that it would expel three Wall Street Journal reporters
based in Beijing.

Trump escalated the diplomatic spat over the out-
break on March 16 by referring to COVID-19 as “the
Chinese virus.”

In the meantime, the two sides began to spar ver-
bally over the origin of the virus. Tom Cotton, the Re-
publican senator from Arkansas who serves on the
Senate Intelligence Committee and the Senate Armed
Services Committee, indicated that the virus might
have come from China’s biological warfare program,
an accusation that Cui considered “absolutely crazy.”
However, a Chinese foreign ministry spokesperson,
Zhao Lijian, promoted a similar conspiracy theory,
suggesting on Twitter that U.S. Army soldiers might
have brought the coronavirus to Wuhan. Zhao was
likely reacting to Pompeo’s remarks on March 6 that
the “Wuhan coronavirus” had caused the pandemic
and that China’s lack of transparency had delayed the
U.S. response. In a phone call, Pompeo warned the top
Chinese diplomat Yang Jiechi against spreading “out-
landish rumors” about the virus. Yang reportedly ad-
monished Pompeo that attempts to smear China’s epi-

demic-control efforts “will not succeed.”

Trump escalated the diplomatic spat
over the outbreak on March 16 by referring to
COVID-19 as “the Chinese virus.” Although
naming diseases after places or people (for
example, Spanish flu, Japanese encephalitis,
German measles, Russian flu) is not uncom-
mon, in 2015 the World Health Organization
issued best practices for naming new human
infectious diseases that discouraged the use of
human or geographic names for diseases.
Trump’s deliberate usage touched a raw
nerve in China and triggered a nationalist
backlash. The spokesperson for China’s for-
eign ministry called the appellation “despica-
ble.” The next day, China announced that it
would expel more American journalists, in-
cluding those working for The New York
Times, The Wall Street Journal, and The
Washington Post. Walter Russell Mead, the
author of the column whose title had first ran-
kled the Chinese authorities, suggested that
removing the reporters would only “solidify
the bipartisan consensus” in the United States
that China is a hostile threat. An escalating
cold war between the two countries in the
midst of a pandemic could redound to the U-
nited States’ detriment, the aforementioned
Xinhua article implicitly threatened: the Unit-
ed States could be “plunged into the mighty
sea of coronavirus” if China imposed controls
on the export of basic pharmaceutical ingredi-
ents and facemasks.

On March 13, the Harvard University
President Lawrence Bacow wrote in an email
to the university community that “COVID-19
will test our capacities to be kind and gener-
ous, and to see beyond ourselves and our own
interests.” He added, “Our task now is to
bring the best of who we are and what we do
to a world that is more complex and more
confused than any of us would like it to be.”
In the United States and in China, we have
seen people extend helping hands to one an-
other. On January 27, Bill Gates committed
$5 million in emergency funds to support
China’s fight against the virus; he then fol-
lowed that with a pledge of up to $100 mil-
lion. On the morning of March 16, the first
shipment of Chinese billionaire Jack Ma’s
donation, which included one million masks
and 500,000 test kits, arrived in the U nited
States.

Alas, demagogues and rumormongers
obstruct such basic humanity and acts of con-
science. When politicians and diplomats imi-
tate or overreact to one another’ s unconstruc-
tive and uncooperative remarks and behav-
iors, they create a downward spiral that does
more than COVID-19 to push the world clos-
er toward doomsday.
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