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REFLECTIONS ON THE LIKELY POSITIVE IMPACT OF THE 

CORONA VIRUS 

My fellow citizens: It does not help to be scared, to get panicked, to lose 

sleep, to get awfully stressed over something you cannot change and 

over which you have no control. So do not let all these negative news 

and dire predictions spoil your life and poison your existence. Sit back, 

take a deep breath, try to relax, think positive and give some thought to 

what you are about to read. Hopefully this brief outline of some positive 

long term effects that Covid-19 is likely to have can uplift your spirits 

and help you get through this unprecedented stressful phase of your life. 

PREFACE 

Being a member of the most vulnerable age group (90-100 years old) I 

have no idea whether I will survive to see the end of the Covid-19 or 

whether I will succumb to this new virus. Whatever happens I consider 

myself fortunate to have witnessed how this virus has, in a relatively 

short time, affected the world in totally unprecedented ways.  

It was surely very informative and highly instructive to observe the 

extent to which it has changed the super-technological life that we are 

enjoying in the 21
st
 century. Naturally, one can read detailed historical 

accounts of epidemics and pandemics that took place in the past but 
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nothing equals this rather unique personal experience that I, as a social 

scientist, am witnessing first hand right now. 

Who would have ever thought that one day one will look at the usually 

over-crowded streets of Milan, Madrid or Paris and see them utterly 

deserted? Who would have imagined that a day will come when super-

lively hubs like Times Square in New York or Piccadilly Circus in 

London would be woefully empty of tourists, residents or passers-by? 

No science fiction movie, no horror film, no futuristic TV program 

would have been able to capture or to match the real scenes we are 

watching everyday on our television screen! 

The assessments of the current impact the virus is having on people’s 

health, on Medicare systems, on the economy, or will have on the future 

of society and speculation about how long it will last, when it will end, 

what scars it will leave behind, are rampant. And despite valiant 

attempts to foresee or predict, due to the novelty of the virus, and the 

diverse reactions to it in different parts of the world, no one really knows 

for sure or can accurately tell.  

In this age of intensive social communications, whether one resorts to 

the print media, the visual media, the social media or to other sources of 

news, the result is always the same. There is hardly any single uplifting 

news item! Bad news, negative news, depressing news is greeting you 

everywhere you look, everywhere you go. So is there anything positive 

that can be said about the situation created by this new virus? Is it at all 

possible that the virus could end up having some positive consequences 

in certain areas and certain aspects of our lives? 

As a veteran social scientist and university educator, I repeatedly argued 

in my classes and my publications that nothing is entirely positive or 

entirely negative, that nothing is totally good or totally bad. All 
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phenomena have a good side and a bad side. Which side one looks at, 

which side one sees depends largely on the person’s background and 

outlook. Optimistic people usually try to deemphasize the negative and 

to focus on the positive. Pessimistic people, on the other hand, tend to 

highlight, amplify and concentrate on the negative while ignoring or 

minimizing the positive. While focussing on the negative can be 

detrimental to the individual’s psychological well-being, highlighting 

and stressing the positive can be, and usually is, uplifting and stress- 

reducing. 

This is precisely the purpose of this essay, to draw attention to some 

actually or potentially beneficial effects of the Covid-19 virus that are 

either ignored or overlooked or deliberately downplayed. The list of 

positives is by no means exhaustive and the positives are listed in no 

particular order. Any ranking would inevitably be arbitrary and 

idiosyncratic. 

A. POSITIVE EFFECTS IN THE SPIRITUAL REALM 

Let me start this essay with some positive effects the Corona virus is 

likely to have in the spiritual field. According to Collins English 

Dictionary, Spiritual means relating to people's thoughts and beliefs, 

rather than to their bodies and physical surroundings.  

1) Greater Appreciation of How Good and Enjoyable Life Is 

It is truly surprising how rarely we stop to reflect upon and to realize 

how good our lives are. How often do we sit back and contemplate how 

lucky we are to be able to enjoy the comfortable and enviable existence 

we have been blessed with. How often do we lie down and think about 

the immense pleasure we derive from sports, entertainments of all kinds, 

recreational activities that we watch or take part in? Just think of how 

little we appreciate the freedom of mobility and action that make life 
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worth living. To what extent does our relentless pursuit of material 

goods and worldly possessions distract us from the spiritual and 

emotional wellbeing that we are able to achieve and to enjoy? 

Yes, this seems to be the nature of human beings. They do not appreciate 

the gift of health until they get sick. They do not appreciate liberty until 

they are in confinement. They do not appreciate the fresh air they 

breathe or the pure water they drink until some pollution renders the air 

unhealthy or the water undrinkable. And it is true, unfortunately, that 

those who are born with a silver spoon are unable to understand the 

misery of those born in poverty. Those who have a roof on their heads 

do not know how it is to be homeless. Those whose lucky star dictated 

that they be born in Switzerland, Norway, USA or Canada have little 

understanding and compassion for those who were born in some unlucky 

part of the world. 

The restrictions, the limitations, the deprivations that were imposed as a 

result of the Corona virus, as hard as they are to swallow, are bound to 

lead to a much greater appreciation of what we have come to take for 

granted 

2) Injecting a Sense of Humility in an Arrogant  World 

Human beings have every reason to be extremely proud of what they 

have achieved in most domains of everyday life. The technological 

achievements have been not only spectacular but outright overwhelming. 

No age has witnessed more technological advances, more inventions, 

and more breathtaking problem-solving mechanisms, than the present 

age. While this progress has been beneficial on so many fronts, while it 

has reduced many of life’s hardships and introduced many pleasure and 

enjoyment fields to our daily existence, it has induced feelings of 

arrogance, superiority and invincibility. It led us to believe that we are 
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the true masters of the universe who can control any threat, counter any 

danger, and manage any risk. The same technological advances and 

achievements that made us so proud led us to lose sight of our 

vulnerabilities. We became oblivious, insensitive to and rather 

incognizant of our weaknesses. We surely needed a wakeup call, a 

reminder of our limitations. Then came Covid-19. 

All of a sudden we found ourselves faced with a dangerous threat from a 

new, and previously unheard of, virus. The virus, though invisible to the 

naked eye, quickly challenged our arrogance and injected a sense of 

humility in the otherwise super-confident and overly secure world we 

created. 

B. POSITIVE EFFECTS IN THE NATURAL AND PHYSICAL 

ENVIRONMENTS 

3) Covid-19 As a Pollution Alleviator 

Prior to the advent of the corona virus as a health issue, climate change, 

global warming, air pollution were considered the major threats to the 

survival of humanity. Air pollution in several industrial cities reached 

highly dangerous levels. Whatever modest attempts were made to reduce 

it were not successful. Following the drastic measures taken in severely 

polluted countries like China and Italy, to deal with the threat posed by 

the new virus, the air quality and the pollution situation have drastically 

improved as may be seen from recent satellite images and graphics.  

The American Thoracic Society has repeatedly maintained that 

reductions in air pollution yielded fast and dramatic impacts on health-

outcomes, as well as decreases in all-cause morbidity. This claim is 

supported by findings in "Health Benefits of Air Pollution Reduction", a 

new research published in the American Thoracic Society's journal, 

Annals of the American Thoracic Society. 
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Here is also what Kate Yoder wrote on Mar 19, 2020 in the Grist:  

“The coronavirus pandemic is changing everything — including the 

quality of the air we breathe. In three coronavirus hotspots, satellite 

imagery revealed a dramatic decline in air pollution in recent weeks as 

China, Italy, and Iran were brought to a standstill. One Stanford scientist 

estimated that China’s coronavirus lockdown could have saved 77,000 

lives by curbing emissions from factories and vehicles — nearly 10 

times the number of deaths worldwide from the virus so far.” 

Will this improvement be a long lasting one? Whether in the long run a 

substantial or a sizeable segment of the population change their habits 

and abandon the car in favor of other less polluting means of 

transportation remains to be seen. For the time being and for as long as 

the restrictions last, air quality is substantially better in various countries 

than it was prior to Covid-19. 

4) Covid-19 As an Agent of Accident and Crime Prevention 

There is another related benefit to the dramatic reduction in pollution. 

Covid-19 has eliminated or drastically reduced motor vehicle traffic in 

many parts of the world and in many congested cities. As a result, 

thousands of traffic accidents that were bound to happen did not take 

place. Thousands of lives were saved and hundreds of thousands of 

injuries were prevented.  

The virus is having a positive impact on certain crimes as well. Those 

whose task is to compile statistics on street crime (whether assault or 

robbery) and those who are interested in those statistics should brace 

themselves for a sharp decline that will appear in this type of crime 

during the pandemic period. Residential burglaries are set to show sharp 

declines as well, as a result of people staying home. Motor vehicle theft 

and bicycle theft are bound to show downward trends for the same 

reason as will shoplifting due to the closure of Department stores and 

other types of stores. 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/coronavirus-cases-death-toll-worldwide-latest-today-map-a9408986.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/coronavirus-cases-death-toll-worldwide-latest-today-map-a9408986.html
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It remains to be seen whether Covid-19 will also lead to a reduction in 

suicide rates as happens in war time. In his study of suicide during war 

Pat O’Malley (1975) cites research indicating that suicide rates decline 

during wartime. The most likely explanation for this decline, in his view, 

is the greater social cohesion of societies during wartime, but changes in 

the economy, such as reduced rates of unemployment, may also play a 

role. Lester & Yang (1992) refer to Durkheim’s study of suicide (1897) 

showing declining suicide rates during wars and attributing the decline 

to the increase in social integration brought about by war. Explaining 

Durkheim’s thesis, they suggest that during times of war, the existence 

of clear external enemy and the bonding together in the face of this 

threat increase the social ties and networking in the society, thereby 

increasing social integration. 

Since Covid-19 is a different type of enemy and as the main advice to 

prevent its spread and to protect against catching it is to practise social 

distance, even social isolation, the impact on suicide rates may be quite 

different. So it will be of interest to sociologists, psychologists and 

psychiatrists to measure and analyze suicide rates during the pandemic 

period to figure out what the true impact was and to find out the factors 

that might have led the rates to change either upward or downward. 

C.POSITIVE EFFECTS IN THE POLITICAL, SOCIAL  AND 

CULTURAL SPHERES 

5) Covid-19 As a Unifying Force and Enhancer of Community 

Solidarity 

History shows that nothing unifies divided societies and societies in 

conflict more than the threat of a common enemy. Faced with an 

incoming danger people forget their differences, their past animosities 

and create a common front able to face and confront the perceived 
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threat. Leaders of different factions, different political parties get 

together to jointly devise plans and strategies for action. People adhering 

to different or opposing ideologies swallow their pride and join their 

opponents to find out the best ways and the most effective strategies to 

confront and overcome the imminent danger. Some of these temporary 

alliances may even continue and persist once the danger has passed and 

the enemy has been conquered. A phrase that is being heard over and 

over again from many different quarters is “We are all in this together”. 

This is not only a call for unity: it is the ultimate cry for social solidarity. 

The USA provides a good example of partisanship and political 

polarization that has brought political action in congress to an almost 

standstill. As a result of the common danger of the virus Democrats and 

Republicans have recently shown a willingness to co-operate that was 

absent during the years of the Trump administration. The new wave of 

cooperation yielded results rather quickly and on March 25
th

 it was 

announced that the U.S. Senate and the White House have reached a 

deal on a $2 trillion aid package to help American workers survive the 

pandemic. The Congress approved the package with an unbelievable  

vote of 96 /0 on March 25
th

 and the president signed it two days later. 

Under the plan, individuals who earn $75,000 or less in adjusted gross 

income would get direct payments of $1,200 each, with married couples 

earning up to $150,000 receiving $2,400. 

6) Covid-19 Brought Greater Appreciation for Front Line Heroes 

and Other Out of Sight and Undervalued Groups 

Front line health care workers have been quietly performing their hard 

and dangerous work without fanfare or complaint. Their dedication and 

their commitment were appreciated by just the few patients and families 

who had firsthand experience with the service and care they provided. 

As dedicated as health workers are they neither sought publicity nor 
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demanded recognition. They simply went on with their duties unnoticed 

and unmentioned. Thanks to Covid-19 things have changed to the better. 

People suddenly realized the difficult and perilous job frontline health 

workers do and decided to express their appreciation and gratitude in 

different ways. One of those ways is to have sirens blown at 7.00 PM 

every night followed by people cheering, clapping and applauding from 

their windows and their balconies. It is quite a moving display of 

gratitude and support. In some places, like Vancouver, gun and ship 

horns are blown at 9.00 PM also as a tribute to health care workers. 

There is another group whose valuable and underestimated contribution 

has been highlighted by the Covid-19 pandemic. A group that is 

sometimes met with hostility and xenophobic derision: Everyone who 

has been watching the news lately (and we all have been) must have 

noticed the large number of health experts with foreign sounding names. 

Their recent visibility, brought about by the pandemic, drew people’s 

attention to the fact that the Canadian health care system relies heavily 

on immigrants or offspring of immigrants to staff various positions in 

every sector of the system. Canadians became cognizant of the 

significant and valuable role the foreign-born play in medical and health 

occupations.  

What the effects of the pandemic would have been had it not been for 

the remarkable contribution of those professionals is a matter of 

speculation. With all predictions pointing to the virus coming back in 

waves the softening of the familiar anti-immigrant feelings coupled with 

the friendly attitudes, now exhibited towards a group that is usually 

viewed with suspicion and mistrust, should be regarded as a very 

positive outcome. 
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7) Covid-19 As a Social bond Enhancer 

Businesses advising or enticing employees to work at home, cancellation 

of sports and entertainment events, the closure of casinos, bars, pubs, 

night clubs, taverns, movie theatres and other popular places where 

people spend a good part of the evening to alleviate the stress of a hard 

working day, mean that those hours will be spent at home with the 

family or may be with close friends thus strengthening, enhancing and 

reinforcing familial and social bonds. Parents with young children will 

have a greater opportunity spend more time together and this can only be 

beneficial for their relationship. 

Spending more time and the evenings at home may yet have another 

positive result. In countries with declining populations like Japan or 

Hungary, prolonged and enhanced intimacy may give a boost to the birth 

rate. 

8) Enhancing and Promoting Distance Education and Online 

Learning 

Opinions may differ as to the quality and integrity of online and distance 

education vis-a-vis campus education, but no one would challenge the 

fact that distance education is more economical and more accessible 

than campus education. Closing universities, colleges, schools, etc. to 

avoid or minimize personal contact has forced many of those who were 

reliant on campus education to acquire credits or to finish their degrees 

to turn to online classes, seminars, tutorials, etc. How will the 

experiment turn out? Will it manage to change the preference of many 

students?  

It is even expected that certain conservative disciplines (such as law) 

that may have been reluctant to use new technologies and novel means 

of transmitting knowledge will become more receptive to the use of 
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distance learning. Writing in Forbes magazine on March 24, 2020, Mark 

Cohen is convinced that the Corona virus will “turbocharge legal 

industry transformation” and will propel law into the digital age thus 

reshaping its landscape. He believes that the entire legal system will be 

affected-consumers, providers, the Academy, and the judicial system.  

He cites examples of educational companies that already provide 

accessible, affordable, flexible, quality content to millions of online 

learners and by sodoing demonstrating that education is a lifelong 

process not a place. Cohen predicts that law firms and In-house 

departments will be transformed and that the courts will go digital. 

All this remains to be seen. Be this as it may, having an addition or an 

alternative to expensive campus education and improving access to 

higher education can only be beneficial in the long run. 

In its bulletin “What is on this week?” (March 23-29, 2020)  

Simon Fraser University announced that: 

 SUMMER SEMESTER OFFERED BY REMOTE METHODS 

Simon Fraser University will continue operations throughout the summer term, 

while respecting the advice and instructions from governments and health 

authorities concerning health and safety. 

 

All instruction will be offered through remote methods during our upcoming 

summer semester – there will be no face-to-face instruction and no requirements 

for students to attend exams in person. 

 

Instructors can continue to access support from the Centre for Educational 

Excellence for assistance in remote teaching methods. Graduate students who are 

completing their degrees will be able to participate in remote thesis examinations.  
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D. THE POSITIVE ROLE OF COVID-19 AS PROBLEM 

INDICATOR AND REFORM INSTIGATOR 

9) Covid-19 As a Problem Indicator  

Committees can be formed, panels can be struck to study, examine 

analyze and evaluate the operations of a given system to find out how it 

is working, and whether it is achieving its enunciated goals. But nothing 

is better than actual experience in testing what is really going on and in 

revealing what needs fixing, what needs replacement, what needs 

change, what needs improvement and so on. 

The sudden and quick spread of the Covid-19 is to be credited with 

revealing serious deficiencies, limitations and shortcomings in the health 

care systems of many countries, including some of the richest countries 

on earth, such as the USA and China. The virus acted as an eye opener. 

The shortages it exposed, the lacunae it brought to light, the 

inadequacies it highlighted can continue and persist or can be effectively 

dealt with, thus avoiding many of the nefarious effects of future 

epidemics and pandemics. The problems the virus threw in the hands of 

lethargic politicians are serious enough to warrant serious attention 

followed by drastic action. They will undoubtedly persist until solutions 

are found and implemented and politicians will be judged on what they 

did or did not do to solve the problems the virus has revealed. 

But let us not forget that the virus did not simply highlight problems and 

shortcomings. It indicated as well certain positive functions and 

achievements that may have been overlooked. The closure of public 

schools in an attempt to slow the spread of the virus drew attention to 

useful functions schools do perform and valuable services they provide, 

especially to disadvantaged kids, in addition to the primary function of 

education. Suddenly people realized that many of these school kids rely 
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heavily on meals provided by the schools for their nutrition. And once 

schools closed their doors people realized what a valuable job of caring 

for the children teachers do. 

10) Covid-19 Has Shown How Interconnected and Interdependent 

the World is and has Highlighted the Chronic Problem of Global 

Inequality 

More than any other occurrence or happening Covid-19 has amply 

demonstrated how interconnected and interdependent the world has 

become. The fact that a virus can emerge in one country and spread with 

amazing speed to over 150 other countries is the ultimate proof that the 

days of isolationism are over. It provides a warning about what may lay 

ahead and a clear strategy for action. Covid-19 has alerted us to the fact 

that a pandemic that may start in the future in a poor developing country 

could spread to the whole world in a matter of days! Such a horrific 

scenario has serious implications for international economic aid. It 

emphasizes the sheer inadequacy of current efforts aimed at helping 

developing countries achieve economic justice. It also demonstrates their 

urgent and pressing need for far more technical help and assistance than 

they are getting right now.  

Yes, thanks to Covid-19 we now realize that improving social, economic 

and health conditions in poor developing countries, is no longer a matter 

of largesse but of survival. The virus has shown that economic aid can 

make the difference between life and death. It is undeniable that 

humanitarian considerations have miserably failed in assuring a decent 

standard of living, in alleviating the poverty, reducing the mortality rate 

or even improving the health condition of those countries populations.  

Now that Covid-19 has shown that the economic survival of rich 

countries may depend on how such a pandemic is dealt with if it 

reoccurrs in one of the poor developing countries, it is to be hoped that 
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more generous aid will be geared to those countries that for years have 

been screaming desperately for help. An encouraging start seems to be 

taking place with the recent decision of the IMF to forgive the debt (or 

part of it) owed by some poor countries. But this is far from enough. So 

it remains to be seen whether in the future rich countries that have been 

stunted by Covid-19 will be more generous to the needy ones. 

11) Covid-19 Highlights Existing Flagrant Inequalities and 

Reaffirms the Ever Pressing Need for Egalitarianism  

Covid-19 does not respect borders or follow rules. Contrary to some 

other health ailments, covid-19 does not seem to be a discriminating or a 

selective health threat. It strikes people of all ages, of both genders, etc. 

It does not differentiate between higher class, middle class or other 

classes in society. Yet one positive aspect of the virus is that it highlights 

the vulnerability of certain groups such as the elderly, health 

practitioners, elderly-care workers, the homeless, prison inmates, 

institutional residents, etc. Current experience with the virus points out 

to the urgent need members of these groups have for adequate care and 

resources when infected. 

In addition to age disparities, early US data on death attributed to Covid-

19, point to racial disparities in those who die, with black people more 

vulnerable to succumb to the virus than whites. While definitive research 

may provide plausible explanations for this apparent disparity, several 

factors may be at play and could explain it. One explanation points to 

the long standing racial disparities in health care in the US. Structural 

factors like racism, housing discrimination, poverty and unequal and 

discriminatory treatment in the medical system may also play a role. It 

has also been suggested that black Americans suffer from a number of 

health co-morbidities that may place them at a higher risk for Covid-19 

death. Another explanation points to “occupational hazards” with black 
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Americans being employed in industries and occupations that enhance 

the risk of infection and later death. For example, black workers are 

more than twice as likely to be respiratory therapists (an occupation 

shown to be at a particularly high risk) as white workers. 

The racial disparities and the flagrant inequalities in wealth in many 

countries have been a deep source of economic injustice and a major 

cause of riots, turmoils, even revolutions. Achieving economic justice is 

becoming one of the primary political goals in electoral campaigns. The 

loud cries for narrowing the gap between rich and poor are getting 

louder with each passing day. Judging by what is being debated in the 

Parliaments of many countries as a result of the Corona virus, some 

financial help for the poor, the financially destitute may be on the way. 

Those in the USA who are disillusioned with the fact that most tax 

breaks seem to be going to the wealthy may find some comfort in the 

recent free fall of the stock markets. In addition, they will have to credit 

the virus for any cash that may be directed towards the poor, a desirable 

goal that may ultimately be realized. An encouraging recent headline in 

Quartz (March 16, 2020) reads: “Coronavirus sparks support for 

Universal Basic Income in unlikely places”.  

12) Covid-19 Promotes Respect for Science and will Generate More 

Funds for Science Research 

Despite what academics like me do to promote the cause of science and 

to pinpoint the vital importance of scientific research, a good number of 

people, including politicians of different stripes, continue to ignore, 

underestimate, even minimize, the invaluable role research plays in 

finding evidence-based solutions to a wide range of problems that 

plague today’s society. It is a sad fact that when budgets are tight, 

particularly in difficult economic times, there is a tendency to cut funds 

that were made available for scientific research rather than adding to 
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them. Suddenly today, the general public, worldwide, is faced with a 

situation that clearly demonstrates the vital, even the crucial, need for 

science and for science research to manage an imminent existential 

threat to the human race. The believable predictions that the corona virus 

will come back in waves may be alarming. But the frequently heard calls 

“Listen to the scientists” are rather reassuring. They advise that only 

science could provide the means to prevent, protect and treat. So it is to 

be hoped that this will convince those who still need convincing that 

action is preferable to reaction, that a better strategy is to be prepared 

rather than to wait until the threat is upon us and is staring us in the face. 

13) Covid-19 Will Stimulate Innovations and will Spark intensive 

Research in fields like Bio-technology and Microbiology 

Innovation is the key to progress! Just think of what life would be 

without all the inventions that took place in the last couple of centuries. 

Scientists in any field are driven not only by their instinctive curiosity 

but also by their intense desire to contribute to knowledge and to make 

the world a better place to live in. Additional motivations and ambitions 

also provide strong incentives to search, find and excel. Occasionally a 

certain event or a certain condition may trigger an urgent need to find 

solutions to a previously unknown or rarely encountered problem. What 

can be more pressing than to find innovative ways to deal with a new 

deadly virus that has already claimed over a hundred thousand lives 

world-wide and has brought the globe to a quasi-standstill?  

It is not surprising therefore, that Covid-19 has mobilized science 

researchers from every part of the world to discover not only a vaccine 

but also protection methods, treatment drugs and better and faster ways 

of testing for the virus. The fight against the virus and the race against 

time are proceeding unabated on so many fronts. Here is just what one 

scientist at the University of Manitoba mentioned to the CBC on March 
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29. The scientist is Jason Kindrachuk, an associate professor and Canada 

research chair in emerging viruses. “The pandemic is bringing people 

from different fields together — and that's a good thing. What we have 

is a crisis that's driving the merger of different disciplines to come up 

with really quick solutions to very complex problems," he said. 

14)  Covid-19 Is Bound to Enhance Preparedness for the Next 

Outbreak of the Corona Virus as well as Other Novel Ones 

There can be no denial that despite recent previous virus outbreaks like 

Ebola and Sars, Covid-19 has attacked while the world was off guard 

and totally unprepared. One of the countries least prepared seems to be 

the USA. Writing in THE ATLANTIC on March 25, 2020, Uri 

Friedman explains “Why America Is Uniquely Unsuited to Dealing With 

the Corona Virus”. Friedman admits that the USA have many obvious 

strengths in this fight—it is a wealthy nation, a hub for technological and 

scientific innovation, a democratic society with free-flowing 

information, and a leader in handling global-health crises. He goes on to 

point out that the outbreak has also exposed weaknesses that put the 

country at a disadvantage from the start, particularly relative to other 

rich democracies that are confronting the same disease but have 

managed, if only partially so far, to flatten their curve. In the United 

States, the virus has struck a highly polarized, fragmented, and 

individualistic society, one not haunted and transformed by a previous 

epidemic the way other societies have been. Friedman claims that these 

factors, along with the Trump administration’s failures to take the threat 

of the virus seriously when it first emerged, placed the United States 

squarely on the back foot in its battle against COVID-19. 

Another distinguished American who is undoubtedly distraught at the 

manifest lack of US preparedness for the virus is Bill Gates. Five years 

ago, Bill Gates, with remarkable foresight, offered to those who would 

listen a detailed recipe telling them how to get prepared for what he 

firmly believed was coming. He warned them against what he was 
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convinced is a far more realistic threat than that of a nuclear war. Sadly, 

his dire warnings fell on deaf ears. Had leaders listened to Bill Gates’ 

presentation to the TED conference of 2015 in Vancouver and followed 

his advice, had they taken action according to his insightful suggestions, 

they would have spared the world a great deal of misery, hardship and 

loss. 

It is too late now to cry over spilt milk, but if humans are to learn from 

past mistakes, this ill-preparedness is unlikely to be the case next time 

around. Covid-19 will be credited with affirming the need for enhanced 

preparedness and getting the world ready for the challenge posed by a 

new pandemic. 

15) Covid-19 Is Bound to Lead to Improving Working Conditions in 

Hospitals, Factories, Offices, Work Establishments, etc.  

The deficiencies, the shortcomings , the limitations that the new virus 

has revealed, brought to light or highlighted, do call for some decisive 

action on the part of politicians, particularly those who have been using 

all kinds of excuses, legitimate or otherwise, to shut their eyes and close 

their hearts. The virus has amply demonstrated the pressing urgent need 

not only to revamp the health care system but to overhaul several other 

systems as well. Hopefully the cries for change, for improvements will 

be heeded.  

In Canada the division of jurisdiction between the federal, provincial and 

municipal governments has often been used as a pretext for inaction, for 

not addressing a host of problems when they arise. The same cannot be 

said of the voluntary sector. Luckily, the voluntary sector in Canada is 

among the best and most dedicated in the world. Increasing voluntarism 

has been in evidence since this devastating health crisis began. But the 

voluntary sector is neither equipped financially nor resource-wise to 
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solve the problems or improve the conditions that the advent of the new 

virus has underlined.  

16) Covid-19 Is Bound to Lead to the Improvement of Living 

Conditions in Homes for the Elderly 

Shortly after the discovery of the new virus it became clear that the 

elderly, particularly those with compromised immune systems, are the 

ones most vulnerable and most susceptible to succumb to its lethal 

threat. In some places elderly nursing homes became the epicentres of 

covid-19. Most of the early deaths in my home province, British 

Columbia, that were attributed to, or blamed on, covid-19 occured in an 

elderly nursing home in North Vancouver. More recently, shocking 

revelations came to light about the abominable conditions in long term 

care facilities for the elderly in Quebec and Ontario. Dozens of the viral 

deaths in those elderly care homes were attributed to those dismal and 

disgraceful conditions. Needless to say, complaints about the conditions 

and care in nursing homes are not new. But what the new virus did was 

to prove, if any proof was needed, that drastic action was urgently 

required to improve the quality of care and the quality of life in those 

places where the elderly are, for the most part, involuntarily confined. 

The cries of those who were unable to be with, or to hold, their old 

beloved ones in their final hours were simply heart-breaking. If the 

anguish and the tears we watched on our TV screens do not result in 

some drastic action to improve those conditions, nothing will.  

17) Covid-19 Is Bound to Lead to Improving Travelling Conditions 

in Aeroplanes, Cruises, Trains, Subways, etc. 

Complaints about the tight space in aeroplanes, the unhealthy conditions 

in some cruise ships, the overcrowding in trains, subways, buses, and 

other means of public transportation, have been going on and on for 
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years and years. And yet, rather than improving, economic 

considerations continue to render the situation worse and worse with 

every passing year. Covid-19 has simply highlighted problems that have 

existed for decades. Urgent and drastic action is obviously needed. But it 

is extremely difficult to predict what is going to happen. Some airlines 

and cruise ship companies are facing a crisis of colossal proportions that 

is not of their own making and some are on the brink of bankruptcy. 

Will they survive? Will they be able bring about any of the desired 

changes? Will they be able to face the challenges that were not revealed 

but simply magnified by the new virus? Only time will tell. 

18) Covid-19 Is Bound to Lead to Reforms in the Social Security 

System and Unemployment Insurance Schemes 

The Covid-19 virus has unmasked serious deficiencies in several social 

security shields. It revealed many holes in the social safety net. Once 

workers and employees, permanent, seasonal or temporary started being 

laid off, discharged or let go and once their need for social security and 

government assistance was apparent, it became clear that the current 

remedies against poverty, which are simply passable at the best of times, 

are totally inadequate in times of emergencies like those caused by a 

pandemic. The flagrant inadequacies of public and private remedies for 

alleviating the hardships caused by sudden unemployment required 

immediate solutions to prevent working class and middle class families 

from falling into an economic abyss. There was a rush to find and 

implement band-aid solutions to rescue families from the pending doom. 

There is little doubt that once this crisis is over the social security 

system, as well as unemployment insurance schemes will be reviewed, 

scrutinized and hopefully restructured and reformed.  
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19) Covid-19 As a Promoter of Hygienic Habits 

The novelty of the covid-19 virus and the lack of any known treatment 

or vaccine greatly narrowed the options available to deal with this new 

threat. Time and time again it was repeatedly mentioned, even stressed, 

that the only protection lies in simple hygienic practices such as 

frequently washing hands, abstaining from touching one’s face, and 

sanitizing, as often as possible, surfaces that may have been 

contaminated with the virus. Advice as to what to do, when sneezing or 

coughing in the presence of others add to the list of instructions people 

are given. Maintaining social distance when in line-ups, in crowded 

places or in offices or workshops, etc. is also being promoted as primary 

means of protection and prevention. 

It goes without saying that these hygienic habits should be followed 

whether there is a viral threat or not. It has been shown, however, over 

and over again, that promoting them as good manners or healthy habits 

is not enough. They seem to need a more powerful incentive to be 

adopted and practised on a day to day basis. Covid-19 has now provided 

the most powerful of all incentives, namely the risk of catching a deadly 

virus, and hopefully many of these hygienic habits will persist long after 

the threat of the virus has become just a memory. 

E. THE POSITIVE EFFECTS OF COVID-19 IN THE CRIMINAL 

JUSTICE SPHERE 

20) Covid-19 As an Instigator of Penal and Prison Reform 

Let me end this brief essay about the potentially positive effects of the 

Covid-19 virus with a reference to some effects that are related directly 

to my professional discipline, criminology. 
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I have always been a harsh critic and a fierce opponent of the cruel 

punishment of imprisonment calling for its abolition and offering 

restorative justice as a replacement, as a more civilized justice paradigm.  

In the process I have often quoted one of the greatest philosophers of the 

20
th

 century, G. B. Shaw. He maintained that “Modern imprisonment, 

that is imprisonment practised as a punishment as well as a means of 

detention, is extremely cruel and mischievous, and therefore extremely 

wicked” (1946:17). Shaw argued that “.... imprisonment is at once the 

most cruel of punishments and the one those who inflict it without 

having ever experienced it cannot believe to be cruel.” (1946:23). 

What Shaw was saying was very similar to what Charles Dickens wrote 

after visiting the Eastern State Penitentiary in Philadelphia, widely 

regarded as a model prison, which at the time was the most expensive 

public building ever constructed in the U.S.A. (Gopnik, 2012), where 

every prisoner was kept in silent, separate confinement:“I believe that 

very few men are capable of estimating the immense amount of torture 

and agony which this dreadful punishment, prolonged for years, inflicts 

upon the sufferers…”. 

Stronger than any humanitarian cry for penal and correctional reform, 

Covid-19 has drawn attention to the urgent need to do something to 

alleviate the chronic problems of overcrowding and inhumane 

conditions in prisons and jails. Somehow people seem to forget that once 

society opts for incarceration as punishment it becomes incumbent upon 

it to ensure the health and safety of those whom it locks up. 

On March 18, 2020, the Los Angeles Times published an editorial 

entitled “Coronavirus makes jails and prisons potential death traps. 

That puts us all in danger”. The editorial went on to say: 
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“Despite the worldwide consensus on the best measures people can take 

to protect themselves from the coronavirus, there are more than 2 

million people in the United States who cannot practice social 

distancing, are prohibited from using or even possessing hand sanitizer 

and who cannot wash their hands without permission. 

As inmates in local jails and state and federal prisons, they are virtually 

defenseless against the virus. In jails especially — where quarters are 

cramped, inmate turnover is high, and thousands of people are admitted 

each day — it is only a matter of time before an infected person who 

does not yet show symptoms enters one of these locked institutions. And 

once the virus enters such a confined space, it will spread. 

Certainly this is a crisis for the inmate population, which is made up 

largely of people from socially and economically marginalized 

communities and suffers disproportionately from medical and mental 

health problems. 

And of course it is a crisis for their families, whom they will be 

rejoining. But it is a crisis as well for the rest of us for two distinct 

reasons: First, they are part of our community, and we as a society are 

responsible for their safety during the period in which we have locked 

them up with no ability to practice the protective measures that the rest 

of us do — the distancing, the hand washing. And second, for those 

observers who might shrug over the fate of prisoners, it is important to 

remember that inmates are released every day to rejoin the rest of us.” 

Here in British Columbia it was reported (Vancouver Sun, April 17, 

2020, p. A4) that a prisoner from Mission Institution in the Fraser Valley 

region has died from complications related to Covid-19. The same paper 

quoted a report from CSC (Correctional service Canada) indicating that 

as of April 15, 2020, Mission Institution had the worst record of prisons 

in Canada with 54 inmates testing positive for the Corona virus!  
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Policing practices are also changing as a result of the risks posed by the 

Corona virus. On March 19, THE INDEPENDENT newspaper, in 

Philadelphia, carried the headline: Coronavirus: Philadelphia police 

‘delay’ arrests for nonviolent crime as prisoners are released early 

across at least five states. The paper reported that: 

“Police in some US cities are taking a softer approach to nonviolent 

crime as a result of the coronavirus outbreak.  

In Philadelphia police said this week that they would be “delaying” 

arrests for offences such as theft and prostitution. The measures are 

aimed at minimizing contact between officers and suspects in order to 

slow the spread of the coronavirus.  

Under the plans, officers will be given discretion to decide whether to 

classify a crime as nonviolent, and will seek advice from supervisors 

about whether suspects pose a threat to the public.  

´The department is not turning a blind eye to crime´, Philadelphia police 

commissioner Danielle Outlaw said. ´No one will escape accountability 

for the crimes that they commit´.” 

The new approach outlined above is one of a series of measures by law 

enforcement agencies that together represent a significant shift in 

policing as a result of the outbreak. It comes as authorities in a number 

of states have started to release inmates to lessen the risk of an outbreak 

in jails. 

The warnings about the dire confinement conditions in penal 

institutions, the need to make less use of incarceration, the pressing need 

to release non-violent offenders, are coming from all sides and all 

quarters. 

In USA TODAY (March, 19, 2020) Kristine Phillips talks about 

'Complete chaos': How the coronavirus pandemic is upending the 

criminal justice system. 

https://www.independent.co.uk/topic/united-states
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THE INDEPENDENT (March, 19, 2020) reports that US doctors are 

demanding the immediate release of prisoners and detainees to avert 

disaster. 

The calls for reform are by no means limited to the USA. Law changes 

were enacted in Italy following the riots that took place in 27 institutions 

early in March and resulted in the death of 13 inmates. The riots were 

sparked by inmates' worries over coronavirus and the suspension of 

family visits.  

Agence France Presse reported on March 18 that a new government 

decree that came into effect on that day dictated that certain categories 

of inmates serving sentences of less than 18 months would be allowed to 

serve them under house arrest, to be monitored with electronic bracelets. 

These encouraging developments in penology and in policing create the 

hope that the Corona virus may succeed in bringing about reforms, that 

criminologists and other humanitarians have failed to achieve in more 

than a century! 

To end this essay, let me just draw attention to the role that Covid-19 is 

playing as an emotional sensitizer. Fervent proponents of incarceration 

as a punishment have never personally experienced the pains of 

imprisonment. Could it be hoped that the cruise passengers who were 

confined to their staterooms, or that travellers who were forced into 

quarantine, as well as those who wisely practised solitary isolation, will 

become more sensitive to the devastating effects and shattering pains of 

imprisonment? Could this personal experience sensitize them to the 

extreme cruelty of deprivation of liberty as a punitive sanction? Could it 

render them less ferocious in their demands for more and longer 

custodial sentences? I certainly hope so. And if this really happens will 

the corona virus be the one to thank for this much needed humanitarian 

development? 
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