China Prepares the Way out of the Zero Covid Impasse

Introductory comment and documentation

by Ole Déring, Berlin Institute of Global Health & Hunan Normal University, School for
International Studies, Changsha, China

This is a rare and real-time insight into the domestic Chinese debate on Covid-policies. It comes
a few weeks before the great political reshuffle, the date of which is not publicized. This is the
time to prepare society for the new directions of policies that are expected to be springing from
the Party Congress and spread messages of optimism.

Here, a Classic strategy is employed, that includes: testing the waters for the new narrative. To
start with limited but significant target group outlets, initially behind a paywall1’. New aspects
and levels of argument are entering the discussion. Criticism is softened by being presented as
observations and suggestions for a learning process. In particular the comparative data that
indicate a very low medical risk of Covid-19 (omicron) is prone to become a quotable source of
reference in support of a drastic revision of course. The timing is significant, in that patience is
dwindling on all social and political levels.

The authors argue that the numbers of other infectious diseases under prevention policies are
much higher than that of Covid. They express confidence of China's cultural ability to adjust
prevention and control policies according to reason.

It also points at a semantic distinction that should be seen for its strategic import. .t 2 EEFE"

BE , IEBAJNENRESRETE 2 , EXIM"ETRAR"BFR", implies that the purpose of a
.Clean social zero” is targeted ,outside the scope of epidemic surveillance defined by the
government”. This disconnect of health from policy introduces new leeways and leverage for
policy discussions that aim to continuity and change, helping the proponent of the outdated
policies keep ,face”. The course can change towards basic Public Health, health literacy, health
behaviour and preventive strategies.
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It is time for China to adjust its epidemic prevention and control policies?
Daily Economy 2022-08-28

Due to special considerations, China's current epidemic prevention and control measures may
be the most stringent in the world. Domestically, China is currently adopting a "clean social
zero" policy, that is, to achieve the goal of "zero infection" outside the scope of epidemic
surveillance defined by the government. For a country of 1.4 billion people, achieving this goal
is extremely difficult. In addition to the need for the Chinese government to have strong social
mobilization and governance capabilities, it also requires the Chinese people to highly
cooperate with the government's requirements.

Objectively speaking, in the early days of the COVID-19 outbreak in 2020, when the world knew
little about the epidemic and lacked vaccines and therapeutic drugs, China relied on strong
social management methods (for example, static management measures such as lockdowns)
to cut off the channels for large-scale spread of the epidemic. Relying on the central
government's strong resource mobilization and allocation capabilities (such as the national
medical staff rushing to Wuhan), the focus on rescue of the outbreak areas has curbed the
social impact of the outbreak that has led to a large number of deaths. This model achieved
remarkable results in 2020, during the "Golden Week" in early October of that year, Tourism in
China almost completely resumed, and the tourist attractions were full, which was a great
contrast with the other countries and regions in the world at that time, which was deeply
trapped in the epidemic situation.

The success and effectiveness of epidemic prevention and control in 2020 has also made the
Chinese government more and more convinced that strict social management methods are
very effective for epidemic prevention and control. Therefore, this model has been adopted
as a principle and has been adhered to in the prevention and control of the epidemic since
then, until today in 2022.

With the continuous mutation of the new crown virus, the characteristics of the virus have
changed a lot. Compared with the Highly Pathogenic and High Mortality Delta strains of the
early stage of the outbreak, the Omicron strain, which has now become the "mainstream" of
the NEW CROWN epidemic, has mutated, with high infectivity, low severe illness rate, extremely
low mortality rate, and low hospitalization rate. Given the characteristics of the Omicron strain,
which has not led to a run on medical resources in many countries (but there are also a few
counterexamples, such as the recent high incidence of the epidemicin Japan, which has caused
a run on medical resources), many countries outside China have begun to gradually liberalize

2 This text is taken form a machine translation of the Chinese original publication, with only provisional
editorial checks. Passages are highlighted, to indicate main lines of the argument. Timely access to this
important document for a large international readership was given priority over minute details. Revision
is encouraged, accordingly. See the full Chinese text, below, and
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epidemic prevention and control measures. By August this year, most of the world's countries
had been released from the epidemic and entered a relatively stable recovery stage.

Unlike other countries, China still uses the strict prevention and control measures of two
years ago. The meeting of the Standing Committee of the Political Bureau of the CPC Central
Committee held in May 2022 pointed out: China is a country with a large population, a large
elderly population, unbalanced regional development, insufficient total medical resources, and
relaxed prevention and control is bound to cause large-scale population infections, a large
number of serious diseases and deaths, and economic and social development and people's
life safety and physical health will be seriously affected. It can be seen that an important
consideration for China's current epidemic prevention and control is that with the
characteristics of China's national conditions, it is impossible to withstand large-scale epidemic
deaths.

China's anti-epidemic strategies and measures have formed a great contrast with most
countries and regions in the world. Objectively speaking, in the "Omicron stage" of the novel
Corona epidemic, China's prevention and control policies have paid a high socio-economic cost.
In the first half of 2022, first-tier cities such as Shenzhen, Shanghai, and Beijing all suffered
lockdowns or partial lockdowns to varying degrees, and the "freezing" effect on economic
activities, urban operations and the flow of people was significantly higher than in 2021, or even
higher than when the epidemic began to break out in early 2020. In the first half of 2022, China's
economy grew by only 2.5% year-on-year, of which only 0.7% in the second quarter. In the first
half of this year, among the major developed countries, the US economy increased by 3.2%
year-on-year, the United Kingdom increased by 5.8%, France increased by 4.5%, Germany
increased by 2.7%, and Japan increased by 0.9%. Among ASEAN countries, in the first half of this
year, the economy of the Philippines increased by 7.8% year-on-year, Malaysia by 6.9%, Vietnam
by 6.42%, Indonesia by 5.23%, and Singapore by 4.1%.

It is not difficult to see that China, which has been known for its strong economic growth for
many years, has significantly slowed down its economic growth in the first half of 2022, and
there is even a risk of economic stalling. In the second half of the year, there are two major
signs of risk in China's economy that deserve high vigilance: First, China's economic recovery in
the second half of the year did not continue to heat up with the relaxation of lockdowns, and
multiple data in July showed that economic growth was still weak. What is worrying is that if
the epidemic prevention and control policy is not relaxed, the spread of the epidemic
one after another means that the domestic economy will continue to slam on the brakes
locally. Second, due to the continuous downturn in the economy, the long-standing
structural problems of the domestic economy continue to become prominent, and the
risks in the fields of real estate, local debt, and financial institutions continue to
deteriorate and are developing towards systemic risks.

In light of this, several institutions have lowered their forecasts for the Chinese economy.
Goldman Sachs cut its forecast for China's economic growth this year from 3.3 percent to 3
percent. Goldman Sachs said China's GDP growth was likely to be only 3.5 percent in the third
quarter and 3.3 percent in the fourth quarter. Nomura Holdings has worse expectations for



China's economy than other institutions, lowering china's full-year economic growth forecast
from 3.3% to 2.8%; Cut the growth forecast for the third quarter from 4 percent to 2.9 percent
and the fourth quarter economic growth from 4 percent to 3.3 percent. If China's economic
growth rate is below 4% this year, it may exacerbate many economic and social problems.
China's economy is at risk of stalling, and the biggest influencing factor is the impact of the
epidemic. Compared with the current situation of the epidemic and economic development in
the international community, the so-called "epidemic impact” is not in the epidemic itself, but
in the impact of epidemic prevention and control policies. Due to the differentiated prevention
and control policy, as researchers at an Anbang think tank (ANBOUND) have previously
analyzed, in the face of the high infection rate, low severe disease rate and extremely low case
fatality rate of the Omicron virus, China has set itself a very high anti-epidemic standard. As a
result, while the outside world is during the onslaught of the war in Ukraine, China is caught in
another "war" - the "war against the epidemic" under a strict policy of containment. From the
perspective of the global political and economic situation, in the context of the war in Ukraine,
Chinais facing a "window period" in the sense of geopolitics and geoeconomics. Unfortunately,
the drag of the epidemic is causing China to miss this development opportunity, the war in
Ukraine has dragged down Europe, and the "war against the epidemic" has dragged down
China.

Although the war in Ukraine is still dragging down the global economy, Europe is the first to
bear the brunt of the severe energy crisis, but it needs to be acknowledged that the vast
majority of countries are recovering from the impact of the epidemic, and economic and trade
activities, business exchanges, cross-border education, tourism needs, etc., have become the
common needs of most countries. At this time, if China still maintains high standards of
epidemic prevention requirements, it is equivalent to setting up a high threshold for epidemic
prevention between China and the world. If this situation continues, it will undoubtedly be very
unfavorable to China's stable economic market. China's current goal is to "prevent the
epidemic, stabilize the economy, and develop safely”, and in the view of Anbang researchers,
the biggest "insecurity" currently facing is that the economy may stall.

(Source: China Municipal Bureau of Disease Control and Prevention. Draft: Anbang Think Tank.)

Judging from the number of infections and deaths of infectious diseases in China, the novel
Corona epidemic is also at a low level compared with ordinary infectious diseases.
According to the data released by the Chinese Bureau of Disease Control and Prevention, in
June 2022, the number of new crown pneumonia infections in China was 1541, far lower than
influenza (747038 cases), hand-foot-and-mouth disease (140661 cases), viral hepatitis (131857),
other infectious diarrheal diseases (95012 cases), tuberculosis (67901 cases), and AIDS (5626
cases). In terms of the number of deaths, there were 1647 cases of AIDS, 345 cases of
tuberculosis, 51 cases of viral hepatitis, 6 cases of epidemic hemorrhagic fever, 6 cases of
rabies, 4 cases of influenza, 1 case of other infectious diarrheal disease, 1 case of hand-foot-
and-mouth disease, and 0 cases of new crown pneumonia. The number of June shows that in



terms of both the number of infections and the number of deaths, the new crown pneumonia
is far less than many infectious diseases, and even far lower than the flu. Is it possible to think
that the harm of the novel Corona epidemic that we are strictly preventing and controlling now
is at the same level as the flu? Some people may say that the low number of infections and
deaths of Covid is the result of strict prevention and control. There seems to be some truth to
this, but other infectious diseases are also under prevention and control, and their
number is stillmuch higher than that of the Covid epidemic. Therefore, it can be considered
that the number of diseases and deaths of the Corona epidemic has been very different from
two years ago.

We believe that with the governance capacity of the Chinese government and Chinese society,
even if China adjusts the principles and standards of epidemic prevention, it is unlikely that
there will be a phenomenon of epidemic prevention that is out of control, such as in Western
countries, which is also because the national conditions are different. In the Chinese system,
the culture that emphasizes collectivism, and the government's ability to mobilize and allocate
resources will not fall into a bad situation. This characteristic is not only the confidence of
China's epidemic prevention and control, but also the confidence of China's adjustment of
prevention and control policies. What needs to be agreed at home is that as the epidemic
prevention and control truly enters the normalization, China needs to integrate with the
international market and the international community in more aspects, and let economic
factors, personnel, information, materials, services and so on flow.

Final Analysis Conclusion:

The pathogenic harm of the COVID-19 pandemic has been greatly reduced and preventing the
risk of economic stalling should become the number one task at home. If China wants to pursue
advantages and avoid disadvantages in the complex international geopolitical and economic
situation, it needs to scientifically adjust its epidemic prevention and control policies according
to the latest changes in the epidemic, focus on restoring the economy, and gradually integrate

with the world in the period of normalized prevention and control. ( AHJ )
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