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COVID-19. Coordination, monitoring and informa-
tion sharing are key to fighting the pandemic. 
We will also need others to step up, including the 
Global Fund, Unitaid, and Gavi, all of which have 
been bringing together states, international organi-
zations, NGOs and corporations. 

The crisis triggered by COVID-19 underlines the 
urgency of addressing a nearly endless list of global 
challenges including the environment, biodiversity, 
digital governance and data protection, human 
rights, and reducing inequalities. Viewed through 
a different lens, however, COVID-19 can broaden 
our understanding of what scenarios are possible for 
our future. There may be no magic bullet, but our 
destiny is not written in stone. If we don’t shape our 
future, others will. And it is unlikely to be the 
future we want.  

second , to navigate an era in which geopolitical 
considera tions will impede international coopera-
tion, and in which Europe will need to earn credibil-
ity and impose respect.

In order to meet these challenges, Europeans 
must achieve a greater level of sovereignty, defined 
as the capacity to act independently and more 
decisively. Doing so by working on our capabilities 
and decision-making mechanisms will help us 
defend our principles and interests more efficiently, 
in the crisis and beyond. It will strengthen our 
position in the post-coronavirus world. It will allow 
us to have more influence in the international 
arena. Finally, it will provide us with the power 
to act on the global stage, to hold others account-
able regarding their commitments, and to make 
our own. 

On the multilateral front, Europeans should 
prioritize supporting the WHO in the fight against  C alls for a new Marshall Plan reverberate 

across Europe today. From Spain’s Pedro 
Sanchez to the European Commission’s 
Ursula von der Leyen, leaders are 

urging Europeans to tackle the COVID-19 crisis 
with a bold new joint initiative.

Beyond the reference to Marshall, these pro-
   po sals  bear little resemblance to the massive 
US-financed program to reconstruct Europe after 
World War II. These “Marshall Plans” are not about 
an outside great power helping Europe; they are 
about Europe helping itself. However, these 
attemp ts  to build solidarity among European Union 
members are a positive step away from the over-
whelming inward-looking, nationalistic responses 
that marked the first weeks of countries’ responses 
to the pandemic. 

Donald Trump’s reaction to this pandemic has 
been nationalist too. This is not an America looking 
to lead a transatlantic, never mind a global, coalition 
to combat the coronavirus. The pandemic is accel-
erating trends that were alive and well long before 
this new virus appeared.

The United States and every European country 
need to heal their own societies by getting the 
pan demic under control and restarting their 
economies to reverse as much of the damage as 
possible. And yet, at this time of crisis, transatlantic 
leadership is sorely needed. One opportunity is 

indeed a Marshall Plan, not for Europe, but for 
Africa. The African continent is woefully short on 
resources – both in the public health and economic 
sectors – to respond effectively to a pandemic. 
Beyond the compassion Europeans and Americans 
would show by helping Africans, such engagement 
would also be in their enlightened self-interest. 
That was key to the original Marshall Plan. Rebuilt 
European economies would become important 
markets for US goods, European integration would 
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    German respondents:
What would you expect once the corona crisis is over?

    US respondents: 
What would you expect once the corona crisis is over?



SPECIAL EDITION – German Foreign Policy in Times of COVID-1914 15

an ambitious agenda for their own socio-economic 
transformation. The United States and Europe 
need to support that agenda through a new 
Marshall  Plan.

The coronavirus has yet to hit Africa with force. 
Seventeen world leaders – eight of them Euro-
 pean – believe it will and have issued a call for an 
enormous support package for the continent, 
because they believe only victory in Africa can end 
this pandemic. Surely, there is a role for others – 
from the G20 to the IMF – but no duo can galvanize 
global action more effectively than the US and 
the EU. A transatlantic Marshall Plan for Africa 
is essential and the time is now. 

Similar imperatives argue for the United States 
and Europe, based on their collective enlightened 
self-interest, to join forces now in support of Africa. 
By 2035, Africa will be home to the world’s biggest 
potential labor force and, by 2050, to 20 percent 
of the world’s population. Roughly half of the 
world’s 20 fastest growing economies are located 
on the continent. Africa also faces enormous 
chal lenges, ranging from the climate crisis to a 
youth employment crisis to pandemics. Europe 
worries about ever more significant migration from 
Africa. The United States worries about the deep 
investment China, its major strategic competitor, is 
making in Africa. The countries of Africa have set 

help prevent future war on the continent, and a 
prosperous Europe would be less vulnerable to the 
lure of Soviet communism.

A Marshall Plan for Africa is not a new idea. Back 
in January 2017, the German government launched 
its Marshall Plan with Africa, which Chancellor 
Merkel saw as a centerpiece of her policy to stem 
the flow of migrants. For similar reasons, Antonio 
Tajani, as president of the European Parliament 
from 2017 to 2019, called repeatedly for such a plan. 
If today the United States and Europe were to join 
forces in providing African countries with the 
resources to help themselves, the impact would be 
powerful.

This may well seem like a pipe dream given 
the mounting deficits caused by dealing with 
the pandemic and its aftermath in the United States 
and Europe, as well as the frayed state of trans at-

lantic relations in 2020. How could the two sides of 
the Atlantic possibly come together and create an 
aid programme on the scale of the Marshall Plan?

We forget how contentious the Marshall Plan 
was back in 1947, however. Amid a sharp divide 
between the Democratic administration of President 
Harry Truman and the Republican, isolationist 
Congress, US officials had to spread out across the 
country to make the case for the Plan to war-weary 
Americans, who wanted to focus inward, rather 
than provide substantial support to help a devas-
tated Europe recover. Ultimately, the Truman 
Administration, with the help of leading Repub-
licans, successfully made the case that it was in the 
US interest to rebuild Europe’s economies at a 
time when Britain’s empire was collapsing and the 
appeal of Stalin’s communism in war-ravaged 
Europe was growing. 

2020: don’t know 1 %, no answer 2 % | 2019: don’t know 2 %

    German respondents:
Given that Germany is a relatively wealthy 

country, should it contribute more towards solving 
global problems than less wealthy countries? 

    US respondents: 
Given that the United States is a relatively wealthy 

country, should it contribute more towards solving 
global problems than less wealthy countries? 
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In light of the corona crisis, should Germany
 increase or decrease its civil and military 

engage ment in the Middle East and Africa?
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