
100  WORLD AFFAIRS

NOTE FROM THE EDITOR:
Clade X, Coronavirus, and the Challenges of Global 

Health Security

Welcome to the summer 2020 issue of World Affairs.
At the time I am writing, we are witnessing unparalleled global 

uncertainty; social distancing; health system overload; rampant nega-
tive media sensationalism; enforced lockdown in Europe, the United 
States, and many other regions; and lasting economic upheaval across 
the world as a result of the rapid global spread of COVID-19, the novel 
coronavirus. There is a slim possibility that, by the time this issue of the 
journal goes to press, the immediate situation may have relaxed a very 
little in Europe, the United States, and elsewhere, as it appears to have 
done in Wuhan, China, where the virus originated. But projections indi-
cate more than a little relaxation is extremely unlikely in the West, and 
unthinkable in other regions that have yet to face the worst onslaught—
often with far fewer resources and woefully inadequate infrastructure. If 
lockdowns are relaxed, we can expect a series of waves of new infections 
in consequence for months to come—mitigated only by the hoped-for 
success of leveling-out strategies to alleviate, periodically, the pressure 
on our overburdened health systems and their tireless, courageous 
employees.

The fact that the COVID-19 virus is extremely communicable, espe-
cially by those who may be asymptomatic, perhaps for weeks, has made 
it a much greater, speedier global threat than prior outbreaks such as 
the SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome) or MERS (Middle East 
respiratory syndrome) epidemics of recent years. And governments are 
racing to even try to keep up, despite the fact that in May 2018 a policy 
exercise occurred in which something similar to the current coronavi-
rus pandemic was simulated and debated to identify then-government 
capabilities and policy weak spots in the event of a real global pandemic 
in the future. At the time, a New York Times article covered the one-day 
policy simulation and opined: “This mock pandemic killed 150 million 
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people. Next time it might not be a drill” (Sun 2020). Most paid passing 
attention, if that.

In our winter 2018 issue, World Affairs published an exceptionally 
insightful commentary by Nathan Myers from Indiana University enti-
tled “Global Health Security is Global Security: The Lessons of Clade 
X.” In it, Myers considered the May 2018 hypothetical policy exercise 
that brought bipartisan U.S. decision makers together to simulate how 
they would respond to a (fictional) global pandemic called Clade X. 
“Their purpose,” wrote Myers (2018, 404), “was not to avert disaster but 
to consider the policy choices and hard questions that would have to be 
addressed during a global health emergency.” As we now understand 
only too well, they faced an extremely difficult task. The tough lessons 
learned from the exercise smarted considerably and exposed large crisis 
response weaknesses in several areas. Frustrations were encountered sur-
rounding the simulated international climate and lack of cooperation, 
diplomatic divisions, cross-national political tensions and instabilities, 
national security issues and agendas, national economic considerations, 
national health care capacity, the projected speed of vaccine develop-
ment, who would pay for vaccine development and how vaccines would 
be distributed once acquired, unequal international access to vaccine 
sharing, and many others.

I encourage readers to revisit Myers’ commentary to assess for 
themselves the policy lessons that should have been learned from the 
2018 exercise. To be sure, many of the diplomatic and political instabil-
ity flashpoints that the participants faced in the simulation (in which 
the outbreaks began in Germany and Venezuela) have not been part 
of our 2020 coronavirus experience. Debating the possibility of travel 
and flight bans to and from the United States, for instance, took up a 
rather large portion of the simulation’s discussion; yet, in the current 
coronavirus crisis, were a fairly early and obvious policy measure to curb 
the global transmission of the novel coronavirus, given the speed and 
tenacity of its spread in Europe and Asia. Likewise, debate raged over 
the possibility of establishing isolated quarantine areas in the exercise. 
Current experience has made this (or at least expanded and heavily 
policed self-isolation measures) a far less debatable point for most coun-
tries experiencing early epidemic transmission, particularly in Asia and 
Europe. In hindsight—and not without reason—the participants in the 
exercise may have focused debate rather too heavily on the questions 
that we have now seen to emerge at the very beginning of a serious 
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global pandemic—which our current experience has taught require 
less talk and more decisive crisis response. Yet they focused less on the 
wider concerns that we can now see require serious moral and political 
deliberation and concerted internationally unified and equitable action.

Glaring gaps in U.S. government capabilities were nevertheless clearly 
identified by the exercise—among them the world leadership capacity 
of the United States in such a crisis, national health care capacities sur-
rounding the number of intensive care units available, and international 
cooperation or lack thereof—to the point where some media outlets have 
in recent weeks claimed that Clade X “predicted” details of our current 
global outbreak (see, for example, Levine 2020). In my considered view, to 
say “predicted” is rather a stretch. But it may well be that certain debates 
that pervaded the 2018 exercise have indeed come close to our current 
experience and thus have a bearing on it today and for the foreseeable 
future. These include ongoing questions regarding the equitability of 
global vaccine testing, sharing, and distribution; that only four companies 
in the world can manufacture vaccines on a global scale; dependable virus 
testing capabilities/mass manufacture/distribution and the political and 
health security consequences of their use/non-use; early and ongoing gov-
ernment transparency regarding the seriousness of an outbreak versus con-
cerns for the national (and global) economic repercussions; travel bans 
and their impact on national economies and perceptions of the United 
States (and other countries) abroad; and the important links between 
global health security and international health security more generally.

Within these categories lie areas of national and global policy con-
tention that the Clade X simulation did not anticipate. These are some 
crucial areas with which governments and international organizations 
around the world are currently grappling. One concerns exactly how 
and where the testing of possible vaccines that, due to their fast-tracked 
development may have problematic side effects, will happen. The World 
Health Organization, for instance, has quashed initial suggestions of 
fast-testing potential vaccines in Africa as “racist” (BBC 2020) and test-
ing of “volunteers” elsewhere has also come under fire (Cohen 2020). 
Several countries, including the United States (Associated Press 2020) 
and Mexico (Navarro 2020), have been accused of limiting virus testing 
for purported political reasons when systematic testing and open report-
ing of it has been linked with better management of the spread in other 
countries like the initial outbreaks in South Korea and Germany (The 
Guardian 2020).
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Likewise, the simulation did not mention the resources involved in 
public–private partnerships for developing health care support equip-
ment like technologies that convert scuba masks into low-level breath-
ing respirators to free up intensive care ventilators for the most vulner-
able, and reliable protective face masks for health workers on the front 
line. For instance, car manufacturers like Ford, Toyota, and Mercedes 
are working to assist public health care capacity in this area (see, for 
example, Wittels and Morales 2020). Such partnerships seem to be a 
vital resource very much worth political attention now and in the future.

For Myers, the Clade X exercise offered many lessons that demon-
strated without question that we need to develop international capabili-
ties to try to understand and develop internationally cooperative global 
solutions to pandemics like the fictional Clade X or the devastatingly 
real COVID-19. His final warning was worth heeding then. It is impera-
tive that we heed it now: “if strategies are not found to . . . productively 
engage with one another, and recognize the need to place our common 
humanity above political and military power, Clade X or whatever real 
disease emerges could be just as devastating” (Myers 2018, 411).

The hindsight that policy makers now have on the Clade X simulation 
may be too little, too late for many. However, the similarities and differ-
ences between the exercise and our current reality have as much to teach us 
about the questions that the crisis response policies of today and the future 
need to tackle head-on as they have to fuel “I told you so” media reports. It 
is very much up to the policy community to provide the deep and detailed 
responses to what was right with this (and other) simulation(s) and what 
it lacked that could be better constructed in future exercises and better 
policy strategies. I welcome new submissions to World Affairs for commen-
taries and articles picking up on the policy implications any of the above 
issues that have become all-encompassing world affairs affecting us all very 
deeply in the last months. They are likely to continue to do so.

Emma R. Norman
Editor in Chief, World Affairs Journal

politics.policy@ipsonet.org
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