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While the world is in virtual lockdown 
due to the coronavirus Covid-19, some 
observers are desperately looking 
for any welcome signs of relief from 

the pandemic. Whether it is the reversing of the 
number of deaths as the current – hopefully not 
just the first – wave passes through the population 
as appears to have happened in China, and may be 
happening in Italy, or another possible impact. 

One definite impact that has been welcomed by 
environmentalists has been the dramatic reduction 
in NO2 pollution over China and Northern Italy, and 
more recently over India, as factories have scaled 
back or closed their operations. Pollution levels 
have also begun to fall in the UK. 

 It remains to be seen if the shut down of 
industry in the rest of Europe and the US will have 
the same visible impact. The first signs are that 
Europe has already seen an overall fall of 40% in 
nitrogen dioxide levels, helped too by the virtual 
disappearance of aircraft in our skies. 

Additionally, It should be possible to track the 
development of pollution in China, for example, 
as industry there returns to full time operation. 
There the picture has recently been complicated 
by indications that the go-ahead has been given 
for the further construction of coal-fired electricity 
generation. As a major supplier of solar cells, it is 
somewhat disappointing that the opportunity has 
not been taken to expand electricity generation 
using renewable sources. 

With the current pandemic affecting everyone 
around the globe, attention has drifted away from 
the US-China tariff war, which has consequently 
sunk to the bottom of the news agenda. President 
Trump has more than enough to talk about in 
terms of the impact of the pandemic but it must be 
remembered that, at least as C&I goes to press, he 
still faces an election in November 2020. 

Through the various stages of the tariff war, the 
US administration has sought to avoid tariffs on 
products that would increase the cost of healthcare 
in the US, according to Jim DeLisi, of Fanwood 
Chemical, speaking at Chemicals America, held 
in Fort Worth, Texas in early February 2020. There 
has, however, been a major impact on chemical 
supply chains even before the pandemic, he 
noted. ‘It is clear that [US] importers are avoiding 
Chinese sources wherever they can. India is a clear 
beneficiary, as are some US producers,’ he added. 

With tumbling oil prices and the threat of oil 
production being shut due to the dramatic fall 
in demand, concerns have also been expressed 
about the future of fossil fuel production and 
consumption. When oil prices, and therefore 

gasoline prices, are low, there is little incentive for 
the development of alternatives like batteries and 
fuel cells. 

A major impact of falling oil prices has been 
to eliminate the cost advantage the US has been 
enjoying as a result of its ‘shale oil revolution’. It 
will remain to be seen whether oil prices remain 
suppressed as the pandemic burns itself out, and 
how long it takes for the US chemical industry to 
regain its competitive advantage. 

One of the other major impacts has been 
how the pharmaceutical and biotech industries 
have suddenly become more acceptable to many 
in society, even the US President, as they have 
geared up to find cures for the virus in the short 
terms, and potential vaccines in the longer term. 
Big Pharma has often been criticised as making 
its profits from the misfortunes of the patients its 
treatments are used to cure. 

Big Pharma has also drawn praise for its 
generosity in providing its products charitably 
during the crisis. One does wonder if the situation 
will return to the previous status quo as the 
coronavirus pandemic eventually fades. The 
pharmaceutical sector needs to be thinking very 
carefully how it presents itself in the future. 

Other observers have also been thinking about 
the world after Covid-19 and for many it is not a 
pretty sight. One concern that has been raised 
is whether globalisation will survive? And since 
this affects the pharmaceutical sector to a large 
degree, it is interesting to see that India is already 
talking about encouraging domestic production 
of pharmaceutical ingredients as a result of the 
supply chain disruptions due to the pandemic that 
have exposed the country’s dependence on China. 
India has therefore announced a $1.3bn fund to 
support this move. 

India imports almost 70% of its pharmaceutical 
actives from China, with many sourced from Hubei 
province, the epicentre of the outbreak. India is 
also the world’s single largest producer of generic 
pharmaceuticals, representing around 20% of the 
global supply. 

It will be interesting to see if there are similar 
moves elsewhere, particularly in the US, which had 
already seen an increasing trend towards the in-
sourcing of pharmaceutical production, which had 
been exported, especially to China. 

One thing that is certain is that the world 
economy, and society as a whole, will never be 
quite the same again.
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