®

Check for
updates

CHAPTER 7

From Creeping to Full-Blown Cirisis: Lessons
from the Dutch and Swedish Response
to Covid-19

Alina Engstrom, Marte Luesink, and Arjen Boin

Abstract On the last day of 2019, China alerted the World Health
Organization to a cluster of mysterious pneumonia cases. A new coronavi-
rus (Covid-19) was discovered. Within three months after the alert,
Europe had become the epicenter of a global pandemic. Even though the
virus spread easily and quickly within communities, it took its time to
travel from China to northern Europe. Nevertheless, many governments
were slow to respond to the emerging threat. This chapter analyzes the
initial phase of the Covid-19 crisis in Sweden and the Netherlands, focus-
ing on the relationship between experts and decision-makers. The chapter
discusses four factors that may help explain why the Swedish and Dutch
governments were slow in their response. The governments assumed an
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epidemic like the one in China would not happen in their country, the
experts followed international scientific guidelines, citizens were expected
to defy limitations on their freedoms, and both experts and decision-
makers were confident with regard to the level of preparedness. Lessons
are formulated for further analysis and future preparations.

Keywords Creeping crisis ® Pandemic ® Covid-19 e Coronavirus ®
Infectious diseases

7.1  INTRODUCTION: A SLOW SURPRISE

On December 31, 2019, China alerted the World Health Organization
(WHO) that a cluster of pneumonia cases of unknown origin had emerged
in a region of the country. In the months following, what was eventually
diagnosed as a coronavirus spread from a seafood market in Wuhan—the
first identified source of contagion—to virtually every corner in the world.
The virus was deadly and highly contagious; that much was known. But
many uncertainties persisted (Buckley & Myers, 2020).

Covid-19, the disease caused by the corona virus, slowly developed into
the biggest crisis since World War II. By mid-January 2020, cases had
been reported in several countries surrounding China, including Japan
and South Korea. In China, the cases grew exponentially and tough mea-
sures were taken by the government. On January 23, Wuhan City, as well
as neighboring municipalities, was locked down to contain the spread of
the virus (WHO, 2020a). Global media closely watched and reported on
the unfolding story. The next day, the first COVID-19 case was reported
in France (Spiteri et al., 2020). The virus had reached Europe.

Within days of that first case, coronavirus was reported in multiple
European countries. Sweden detected its first case in the city of Jonkoping
(TT, 2020a). The patient had returned from a trip to China, albeit with-
out symptoms, on January 24, 2020. The case did not come as a surprise
for Folkhilsomyndigheten—the Swedish Public Health Agency (FOHM )—
as it had been monitoring about 20 people who had traveled to the
infected areas in China during the previous two weeks (TT, 2020b).

In February 2020, the number of corona cases increased, but there still
seemed little reason for alarm. On February 13, the European Centre for
Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) stated that “the risk associated
with SARS-CoV-2 infection for the EU/EEA and UK population is
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currently low” (ECDC, 2020, p. 1). On February 20, a corona case was
reported in northern Italy. It marked the beginning of a coronavirus
“explosion” in Europe. Within three days, the number of corona cases
went up to 150 (Lawler, 2020). Northern Italy being a popular holiday
destination, many European tourists unknowingly contracted the corona-
virus and brought it home with them.

The Netherlands reported its first case on February 27 (NU.nl, 2020).
At the end of February, health experts and government officials in both
the Netherlands and Sweden reassured their citizens that their respective
health systems were well-prepared, and management protocols were in
place (NOS, 2020a; Von Hall, 2020). That claim would come undone
within a matter of weeks, however. During the first half of March, both
countries experienced a sharp and rapid increase in Covid-19 patients
requiring hospital care. It was during that period that both countries
shifted into crisis mode.

Sweden activated its Crisis Management Council ( Krishanteringsradet),
and as the national Public Health Agency (FOHM) raised the risk of
domestic spread from “low” to “moderate”, a National Pandemic Group
was activated (Folkbilsomyndigheten [FOHM], 2020a). Gatherings of
more than 500 people were forbidden. Events then unfolded in rapid suc-
cession. On March 11, Sweden reported its first death caused by the coro-
navirus (TT, 2020a). On March 16, the FOHM recommended senior
citizens to stay at home and everyone living in the Stockholm region to
work from home. On March 17, upper-secondary schools and universities
were advised to conduct distance education (primary schools and kinder-
gartens stayed open). On March 19, the FOHM advised against non-
essential travel within the country in relation to the upcoming Easter
holidays. On March 29, gatherings of more than 50 people were forbid-
den. On March 31, the government issued a national ban on visits to nurs-
ing homes.

The Netherlands also entered a crisis mode during the first week of
March 2020. A Ministerial Crisis Team launched and held its first meeting
on March 3. The first death related to Covid-19 was reported on March 6
and, on the same day, people living in the province of Noord-Brabant
were asked to stay home (Boin, Overdijk, Van der Ham, Hendriks, &
Sloof, 2020). On March 9, the first Covid-19 press conference was held
by prime minister Mark Rutte and Jaap van Dissel, head of the Outbreak
Management Team (Rijksoverheid, 2020a). A succession of press confer-
ences followed, announcing additional measures including the cancelation
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of large events, the closure of schools, bars and restaurants, and social
distancing measures (Rijksoverheid, 2020b, 2020c¢).

The two countries instituted crisis regimes that would last for months
and were, in many respects, quite effective. The curve was flattened, and
public support for governments remained high.! The top experts in both
countries, Anders Tegnell in Sweden and Jaap van Dissel in the Netherlands,
became public figures almost overnight. But while the effectiveness of the
crisis regimes has been largely acknowledged in both countries, the timing
of the response has become the subject of scrutiny.

The first public criticism in Sweden emerged from an opposition party
in Parliament, the center-right Moderate Party, at the end of February. It
accused the government of acting too late and doing too little (Lonegérd,
2020). By late-March, other opposition parties added to the critique.? The
Swedish response was also criticized by some parts of the scientific com-
munity (DN-TT, 2020). In the Netherlands, the criticism was initially
rather muted, but during the first “corona debate” in Parliament, several
opposition parties stated that the government had shown a weak response
(Rutten, 2020). The criticism continued to grow and resulted in a widely
supported request for a national inquiry (carried out by the Dutch
Safety Board).

The case of the coronavirus pandemic in Northern Europe is instruc-
tive because it developed over a relatively long period. While shorter than
most creeping crises profiled in this book, these developments unfolded
over weeks. National officials could “see it coming.” Both the Netherlands
and Sweden had time to act early, watching Southern Europe absorb the
initial impact. Yet the governments of both countries took over six weeks
to trigger their respective crisis regimes at a political level. In the interim,
health experts played an outsized role when compared to politicians; as
such, their assessment of the virus was instrumental in shaping govern-
mental perceptions about the need to act. This chapter takes the unique
opportunity presented by Covid-19 to explore the role of health experts

'In the Netherlands, the approach chosen by the government was supported by 73% of the
population and Rutte’s approval rate increased (Kester, 2020). The majority of the political
parties agreed with or withheld their critique regarding the chosen approach. The approach
was critiqued by only a few and also the experts received little criticism during the early stages
of the crisis. In Sweden, the trust in government and the Public Health Agency increased
steadily throughout March (Novus, 2020).

2The Sweden Democrats criticized the FOHM for not closing schools and the Christian
Democrats called foranaudit of the government’s handling of the pandemic (Oscarsson, 2020).
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in declaring this initially creeping crisis, a concept defined in the introduc-
tion to this book, as a full-blown crisis.

Our analysis helps to illuminate response patterns to a high-profile,
unfolding creeping crisis—with a special emphasis on the expert-politician
interface when the actual crisis hits. We seek to explain why both countries
arrived at a fairly similar, delayed response. We start this chapter with a
brief description of the pandemic management structures in place, focus-
ing on the role and position of national health experts. We then describe
the six weeks between the first announcements of the virus and the impo-
sition of the crisis regime. We end with a few lessons to improve recogni-
tion of when a creeping crisis may be tipping into a full-blown crisis.

7.2  SETTING THE SCENE: NATIONAL PANDEMIC
MANAGEMENT STRUCTURES

7.2.1  Sweden: Agencies as Crisis Manager

Sweden has a unique governmental system. The central government is
small, while executive power is concentrated in autonomous national
agencies and local administrations have substantial powers. Agencies have
most of the resources, expertise, and human resources to execute policies
(Pierre, 2020, p. 4). Ministerial steering ( Ministerstyre) of agencies is for-
bidden. The government has some formal levers in relation to the agencies
(they are autonomous, not independent): it appoints the agency head,
issues yearly “instructions”, and provides agencies with an annual budget
that can be withdrawn at any time. The government relies on informal
dialogues and unofficial suggestions, enhanced by “a strong sense of loy-
alty towards the government of the day among the civil servants” (Pierre,
2020, p. 2). Importantly, the Swedish constitution does not allow for
exceptions during crises. A national response to a large-scale crisis contin-
ues to be run by autonomous agencies.?

Swedish crisis management is guided by a simple principle: the actor
responsible for a certain policy issue during normal times is also respon-
sible for that issue during a crisis (Becker & Bynander, 2017, p. 75). The
Ministry for Health and Social Affairs and its agencies, the FOHM and

3 A light degree of coordination does take place from the central government via a standing
crisis council—a governance innovation started in 2005 following Sweden’s experience in
the Asian Tsunami (Becker & Bynander, 2017).
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National Board for Health and Welfare (NBHW) are thus responsible for
managing a pandemic in coordination with related agencies such as the
Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency (MSB).

The FOHM’s Director-General, Johan Carlson, is responsible for
Sweden’s coronavirus strategy and gives advice to politicians at all levels
(Bendjelloul & Lindgvist, 2020). Through instructions, the government
has authorized the FOHM to issue guidelines for businesses and the pub-
lic to contain the spread of any virus. It can issue regulations (foreskrifter)
with legal sanctions or general advice (allminna rad) without legal sanc-
tions. Unlike laws, these do not require parliamentary approval. If a law
must be changed during a pandemic, for instance to ban public gather-
ings, the agency issues a request (bemstillan) to the government.

Director-general Carlson is supported by chief epidemiologist Anders
Tegnell and other civil servants at the FOHM. The chief epidemiologist
oversees the monitoring of contagious discases in Sweden.*

The FOHM can convene the National Pandemic Group (NPG) to
ensure coordination of the measures aimed at containing the pandemic.®
The NPG is an informal structure consisting of representatives from all
agencies involved in pandemic preparedness and management (FOHM,
2019).¢ The aim of the forum is to address potential overlap and to coor-
dinate communication from and amongst the agencies (MSB and
Socialstyrelsen, 2011, p. 51).

7.2.2  The Nethevlands: Ministers as Crisis Manager

In the Netherlands, the Minister of Health, Welfare and Sport (hereafter,
Minister of Health) is formally responsible for the management of a pan-
demic response. The prime minister can oversee crisis response tasks that
are not directly related to health questions. This coordination takes place
in meetings of the Ministerial group “Crisismanagement,” which is chaired
by the prime minister (NCTV, 2020).

*It would thus be more logical to bring forward the Director General than the Tegnell at
the press conferences and in media interviews (Olsson, 2020).

*During a pandemic, the FOHM collaborates closely with the 21 regional infection con-
trol physicians (Smeittskyddslikare). They are in charge of reporting the epidemic develop-
ment in each region to the FOHM (MSB and Socialstyrelsen, 2011, p. 12).

®The agencies represented in NPG are the FOHM, the NBHW, MSB, the Medical
Products Agency (MPA), Swedish Work Environment Authority (AV), Swedish Association
of Local Authorities and Regions (SKR/SALAR), and the county administrative boards.
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The Minister of Health benefits from the advice of experts, who are
assembled in the so-called Outbreak Management Team (OMT). The
OMT is formally convened by the National Institute for Public Health
and Environment (RIVM) but operates independently. OMT members
are doctors and researchers with university affiliations. Other experts may
be invited to join OMT meetings and discuss topics from the point of view
of their respective expertise (Rijksinstituut voor Volksgezondheid en Milien
[RIVM], 2020). The OMT is headed by Jaap van Dissel, a professor of
internal medicine specialized in infectious diseases and head of the Center
for Infectious Disease Control (CIb) (RIVM, 2011).

The OMT offers its advice to the Ministry of Health, in which issues
are discussed collectively by representatives of local government and other
departments (in the so-called BAO committee). The BAO considers
whether the OMT advice is feasible from a political, societal, and adminis-
trative perspective. The BAO [Bestuurlijk afstemmingsoverleg] then
advises the Minister of Health (RIVM, n.d.). The implementation of
behavioral guidelines is in the hands of the 25 “safety regions” of the
Netherlands (NCTV, 2020).

The OMT advice gained considerable stature and publicity during the
first phase of the pandemic. Dutch prime minister Rutte often assured the
public that he was acting on the basis of scientific advice, at one point say-
ing that the OMT advisories had a “holy” status (Rijksoverheid, 2020d).
In reality, the relationship between the OMT experts and the political
crisis managers adhered to the crisis “hierarchy”: experts offered advice,
politicians made the decisions (Boin et al., 2020).

7.3  Six CrrticaL WEEKS

The experts did not miss or ignore the information about a new virus
emerging in China. By the second week of January, they had the virus
firmly on their radar. Experts from both countries were quick to start
research on the new coronavirus. In Sweden, experts at the national refer-
ence laboratory ( Nationellt referensinboratorinm, NRL) for parasitology
began diagnosing the virus (FOHM, 2020b). In the Netherlands, the
Erasmus Medical Centre started participating in international research in
collaboration with the WHO (NOS, 2020Db).

Key experts in both countries were remarkably quick to offer state-
ments about the new virus. The first messages from the Swedish experts
were positive and confident. On January 16, chief epidemiologist Anders
Tegnell stated that for the coronavirus “to become a large outbreak, it is
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required that the virus is good at spreading from human to human. That
does not seem to be the case with this virus” (FOHM, 2020c¢). The chief
expert moreover claimed that a new SARS-like epidemic was not likely
(Alexandersson, 2020) and that the virus was less dangerous than the for-
mer coronaviruses of SARS and MERS (Hoglund, 2020).

Experts in the Netherlands offered similar assessments, reminding the
public that “there are no direct flights from Wuhan to the Netherlands”,
“the virus does not appear to be very contagious,” and “we have protocols
ready” (Nieuwenhuis & Van Zon, 2020; NOS, 2020a). On January 24,
when the first corona case was reported in Europe, RIVM spokesperson
Harald Wychgel stated that the risk of infections in the Netherlands was
“very low” (Taha, 2020).

Chinese experts had a more alarming message for their international
colleagues. In January, they confirmed that the virus was transmitted
human-to-human (even though there was still uncertainty about how eas-
ily the virus was transmitted). The incubation period was estimated to vary
between 3 and 14 days.

The experts of the Dutch Outbreak Management Team acted upon the
scientific findings and advised the Minister of Health on January 27 to
classify the new coronavirus an “A-disease” (an exclusive list of dangerous
diseases such as Ebola, SARS, and Smallpox). The minister did so the same
day (Jak, 2020). The Swedish experts issued the same request to their
government on January 31. On February 1, the Swedish government clas-
sified the coronavirus an A-disease (FOHM, 2020d).

The A-status has legal implications in both countries. In the Netherlands,
it places the response firmly in the hands of the Minister of Health, who
receives far-reaching powers, and requires doctors and hospitals to report
suspected cases (Jak, 2020). In Sweden, the A-disease status triggers the
possibility for mandatory contact-tracing and reporting in accordance
with the Communicable Disease Act. It gives authorities power to decide
on quarantine measures and isolation of contagious individuals
(FOHM, 20204d).

Nevertheless, experts still offered rather conservative assessments in
public regarding the new and unknown threat faced by the public. Even
after the arrival of the virus in Sweden on January 31, the FOHM and the
government continued to downplay the risk of the virus spreading in
Swedish society. The FOHM did not heighten its risk assessment from
“very low” to “low” until three weeks into February (FOHM, 2020a).
The government and experts were confident that Sweden was
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well-prepared, even if the virus arrived. The government mimicked the
messages sent by the experts. The shared view was that the new virus was
not as dangerous as previous coronaviruses (Von Hall, 2020).

On February 1, 2020, the same day that the FOHM asked the WHO
to clarify how the new coronavirus was transmitted (Runblom, 2020), the
agency tweeted there was no scientific evidence that the virus spreads dur-
ing the incubation period (Folkhilsomyndigheten, 2020a). The following
day, however, the WHO stated that the virus could in fact transmit during
the incubation period (the FOHM shared this clarification with the pub-
lic) (Folkhbilsomyndigheten, 2020b). On February 2, Sweden evacuated
dozens of citizens from Wuhan, China. The FOHM advised people return-
ing from China to be attentive to symptoms; quarantine was not deemed
necessary.

Dutch experts communicated in similar vein. In mid-February 2020,
the OMT chairman, Jaap van Dissel, gave his second technical briefing to
members of parliament. During the briefing, Van Dissel explained that
much about the coronavirus was still unknown. He confidently stated,
though, that random testing of people without symptoms would be inef-
fective (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2020a). On February 21,
Aura Timen, a member of the OMT, said that based on the available data,
she did not think the virus would spread quickly throughout Europe
(KNAW, 2020).

The WHO had classified the coronavirus a public health emergency of
international concern as early as January 30 (BBC, 2020). Yet, not much
happened in February. Neither of the countries started screening incom-
ing travelers because experts argued it would be ineffective, nor were
behavioral modifications suggested (FOHM, 2020c; Rijksoverheid,
2020e¢). Events like carnivals, professional soccer games, and pop concerts
continued unabated.

On February 27, the first coronavirus case was reported in the
Netherlands (NU, 2020). The day earlier, a second corona case was spot-
ted in Sweden, almost a month after the first case had been reported (TT,
2020a). Yet experts and politicians in both Sweden and the Netherlands
remained calm when they heard the news and stayed confident that they
could control the situation. That would soon prove an illusion. The explo-
sion of corona cases in northern Italy occurred during the Spring Break
for many European countries. This synchronicity allowed for the virus to
spread quickly throughout Europe.
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Indeed, everything changed in March. The number of corona cases
started to increase rapidly in both countries. On March 3, the number of
cases in Sweden shot up to 79 (Brischetto, 2020). That same day, 23
corona cases were reported in the Netherlands (NOS, 2020c). The first
Covid-19 patient died on March 6 in the Netherlands (NU, 2020). The
first Covid-19 related death in Sweden occurred on March 11 (TT, 2020a).

On March 6, after receiving alarming messages from hospitals in the
Dutch province of Noord-Brabant, Van Dissel said that “this is a wake-up
call, a lot is eluding the medical radar” (Hoedeman & Klaassen, 2020).
That weekend, testing of staff in several hospitals in Noord-Brabant
showed that 4% of the medical staff was infected. On March 10, Van Dissel
warned parliamentarians that the healthcare system could soon be over-
whelmed, and new cases might no longer be traceable (Tweede Kamer der
Staten-Generaal, 2020b). Surprisingly, on March 13, Van Dissel reassured
people in an interview with the daily newspaper de Volkskrant that it was
safe to visit bars and restaurants (Van den Dool, 2020). The bars and res-
taurants were closed two days later.

In Sweden, on March 10, the FOHM heightened its risk assessment for
domestic spread to “very high.” The following day, the first corona death
was reported and the first measure (a ban on events with more than 500
guests) was put in place (TT, 2020a). On March 12, Swedish authorities
quit contact tracing as, according to chief epidemiologist Tegnell, this was
“now meaningless” (Expressen TV, 2020). Sweden changed its course
and no longer strictly followed the WHO protocols. Rather than attempt-
ing a suppression approach, as most European countries did, Sweden
opted for a mitigation approach that sought to flatten but not eliminate
the curve of infections.”

7Many European countries opted for a suppression approach rather than a mitigation
approach after the Imperial College London published Corona Report 9. The mitigation
approach aims at slowing down the spread of the virus yet not necessarily stopping it com-
pletely. The suppression approach aims at reducing the growth of the virus as much as pos-
sible and keeping it at a low level. The report created quite a fuss because it stated that if the
UK government were to continue its mitigation approach, hundreds of thousands of people
would die because of Covid-19. A challenge of the suppression approach is, however, that it
must be maintained until a vaccine is available (Ferguson et al., 2020).
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7.4  BLINDSIDED: EXPLAINING THE SLOW RESPONSE
IN THE NETHERLANDS AND SWEDEN

In both countries, top health experts repeatedly reassured politicians and
the public that everything was under control. Even though much about
the virus was unknown, experts suggested that they understood the virus
and its mode of propagation. Perhaps most worryingly, they were slow to
understand that they had been wrong about the virus for quite some
time—thus delaying the response.

How is it possible that top experts, highly qualified and experienced,
were slow to recognize an announced pandemic? We offer four possible
explanations for the position of these experts, garnered from previous
research as well as evidence from this case.

74.1  “It Won’t Happen Here”

For decades, a global pandemic has featured on virtually every list of pos-
sible future crises. The arrival of a new, deadly flu pandemic seemed just a
matter of time. In recent years, modern societies have experienced new
and deadly diseases (AIDS, SARS, MERS, bird flu). After the SARS out-
break in 2003, the European Center for Disease Prevention and Control
(ECDC) was established (and located in Stockholm). The EU continued
to develop its Early Warning Systems for health (Guglielmetti, Coulombier,
Thinus, Van Loock, & Schreck, 2006). It is thus no surprise that both
Sweden and the Netherlands had experts ready to advise—or in the case of
Sweden, to manage—the decision-making process aimed at formulating a
pandemic response.

Remarkably, however, the experts did not seem to believe that the
coronavirus would wreak havoc in their own country. They learned about
the new virus and dutifully began to study it. They agreed that it was a
dangerous disease and classified it an A-disease. Nevertheless, they did not
appear to accept the reality of a contagious virus crossing borders in a
borderless world. A few months into the disaster, several experts in the
Netherlands explained how they had underestimated the virus:

We never experienced this before, it is chilling ... When we saw the first data
from China, we said to each other: this is weird, this cannot be. The speed
of development surprised us ... [We thought:] This looks like a measure-
ment error—Jacco Wallinga, head of the Infectious Disease Modelling unit
at the RIVM. (Boin et al., 2020, p. 32)
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1, too, saw the images from China. And I thought “Well, it will not be that
bad”, and then it reached Italy and then I saw the images again ... You see
it, but you do not feel it. Only when you feel it, you are aware of it—Die-
derik Gommers, Professor Intensive Care Medicine at Erasmus Medical
Centre. (Boin et al., 2020, p. 32)

On Friday February 21, I spoke at a symposium in Amsterdam. I had ana-
lyzed the situation in Europe: in Italy they had three corona cases, people
from China, who had been in the hospital since the end of January. Nothing
else. We had two groups of infections in Europe: one in France, one in
Germany. So, I said during my speech that the risks were not that high.
Later on, I was heavily attacked, I think rightly so; I was perhaps overconfi-
dent—Aura Timen, head of the National Coordination Centre for
Communicable Disease Control at the RIVM. (Boin et al., 2020, p. 40)

In Sweden, experts were convinced that they knew how to handle a
pandemic. Sweden would impose measures in a step-wise, incremental
fashion in order to learn from experience which measures had the best
effects. The experts soon found out that it was harder than they had envi-
sioned. Chief epidemiologist Tegnell admitted on March 8 that he initially
thought China would contain the virus and that it would not spread out-
side of China (Nordstrom, 2020). About one month into the crisis,
Tegnell stated that his agency should have understood that the death rate
was going to be higher than anticipated (Torkelsson, 2020). In June,
Tegnell turned self-critical and proclaimed “If we would encounter the
same disease, with the knowledge that we have about it today, I think we
would end up doing something between what Sweden did and what the
rest of the world did” (Ohman & Rosén, 2020).

A few months into the pandemic, experts who had previously sup-
ported the Swedish strategy in the face of early criticism, turned critical
themselves:

If we were to do this again, I think we would have imposed tougher mea-
sures in the beginning. We should have known that we lacked sufficient
preparedness in our health and elderly care. A lockdown would have given
us the chance to prepare, think things through, and curb the spread of infec-
tion to a maximum. But even with the benefit of hindsight, I don’t know if
I would have been wiser than our leadership was.

—Annika Linde, former chief epidemiologist of Sweden (Svahn, 2020)

What surprised me the most was how fast everything went. From individual
cases to societal spread, from intensive contact tracing to another strategy



7 FROM CREEPING TO FULL-BLOWN CRISIS: LESSONS FROM THE DUTCH... 117

and then back to intensive contact tracing. If you look back, everything
went really fast.—Maria Lofgren, infection control physician of Region
Halland. (Trysell, 2020)

What surprised me the most was the initial development after the first
reports from China on January 1, and the speed to which the contagion
spread globally—Per Follin, infection control physician of Region
Stockholm. (Trysell, 2020)

7.4.2  “Just Following the Science”

During the early stages of Covid-19, experts in both Sweden and the
Netherlands closely adhered to the paradigm and protocols of the WHO
on the management of a pandemic. The protocols were quite limited in
nature and had shaky foundations. The available scientific literature at the
time offered little evidence upon which to base WHO prescriptions
(Aledort, Lurie, Wasserman, & Bozette, 2007; WHO Writing Group,
2006). The WHO prescribed a set of simple behavioral guidelines that
were thought to be sufficient for an effective pandemic response. These
guidelines pertained to personal hygiene and social distancing in combina-
tion with the isolation of infected people (“stay home if you have
symptoms”).

Swedish and Dutch experts followed the WHO guidelines and advised
accordingly. They repeatedly emphasized the importance of washing
hands and sneezing in elbows. The next step—not shaking hands—was
the epitome of governmental intervention, the highest ladder on the esca-
lation ladder (according to WHO wisdom at the time).

Another WHO prescription was to test patients and trace the contacts
of people who had contracted the virus, in order to map the spread of the
virus and identify new patients. Once the identification of patients and
tracing their contacts was no longer possible, and the virus could no lon-
ger be contained, the WHO prescribed that so-called non-pharmaceutical
interventions (NPIs) should be considered. On March 7, the WHO rec-
ommended measures to avoid crowding and mass gatherings. It suggested
that countries had to “define rationale and criteria for use of social distanc-
ing measures such as (...) school closure” (WHO, 2020Db, p. 2).

In the literature, as experts surely knew, there was little evidence for the
effectiveness of social distancing, closing shops, schools, and restaurants.
There was also little evidence suggesting that large-scale events should be
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canceled (WHO Writing Group, 2006). In fact, in the words of the WHO
(2006, p. 9), even “the effectiveness of personal hygiene is plausible but
not evidence-based.”

This placed experts in a quandary. Should they stick with the science or
follow unproven guidelines? In Sweden, the FOHM issued a request to
the Swedish government to prohibit public gatherings on March 11.
Swedish experts did not support the idea of school closure. But the gov-
ernment did not want to completely forego this policy option, should the
experts change their mind. For that purpose, on March 19, the Parliament
passed a new bill that empowered the government to temporarily close
schools. Experts maintained there was no scientific evidence to support
the idea that closing schools would reduce the risk of infection spread
(FOHM, 2020¢). All schools, except upper secondary schools and univer-
sities, stayed open. Sweden stuck with an approach founded on evidence-
based knowledge.

On March 12, Dutch Prime Minister Rutte announced the first mea-
sures. People were recommended to work from home as much as possible,
universities and colleges were told to provide online classes, and events of
more than 100 guests were prohibited (Rijksoverheid, 2020b). On March
15, it was announced that bars, restaurants, gyms, sports clubs and schools
had to close (Rijksoverheid, 2020c). On March 23, all events were can-
celed, social gatherings were only allowed with a maximum of three peo-
ple while adhering to social distancing rules, and contact professions
(hairdressers, nail salons, etc.) were told to close (Rijksoverheid, 2020f).
Some of these measures (closing schools, bars, and restaurants) were not
recommended by the OMT scientists. The political crisis managers, how-
ever, overrode their advisors.

7.4.3  “The Public Won’t Adheve to Extreme Measures”

Crisis managers sometimes base their decisions on misinformed beliefs.
One persistent belief, for instance, is that the public will panic if it learns
about the extent and potential impact of an impending threat. Another
one is the assumption that people in a disaster setting will riot and loot.?
International experts seemed to believe that non-pharmaceutical interven-
tions (social distancing, school closures, etc.) were “likely to be ineffective,

8There is extensive evidence showing that these beliefs are not true (see, for instance,
Quarantelli, 1988).
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infeasible or unacceptable to the public” (Aledort et al., 2007, p. 208). As
we now know, there is no truth to that belief (people and businesses every-
where voluntarily adhered to strict lockdown regimes).

In the early phase of the emerging threat, Dutch experts were con-
vinced that far-reaching measures might reach too far. For instance, the
experts did not consider the termination of “carnaval” testivities—a tradi-
tional event in the southern Dutch provinces, which subsequently suffered
terribly from the first onslaught of the virus. Van Dissel later explained
that “he would not have been able to sell it” if he had proposed to cancel
the festivities (Hoedeman & Klaassen, 2020). The OMT experts would
experience more difficulties in “reading” the public mood, prompting the
creation of a behavioral assessment unit to meet this challenge.

Sweden adhered to the notion that extreme, long-term measures might
be ineffective, if not counterproductive. The FOHM settled on less
extreme restrictions, designed in such a way that they could be followed
by the public for an extended period, since the agency argued that “the
virus will remain in society for a long time” (FOHM, n.d.). The Swedish
strategy left much discretion to individual Swedes. Sweden thus followed
the responsibility principle whereby authorities trust the public to adhere
to their general advice. Similarly, the public trusts the authorities and dis-
plays a high degree of voluntary compliance. Nonetheless, when people
did not follow the governmental recommendations, the authorities did
not hesitate to toughen the measures. In some cases, the recommenda-
tions became laws (for instance, the national visit ban on nursing homes).
The government also threatened to close restaurants if they did not follow
the regulations imposed on them (Malm, 2020). These were adopted,
however, quite late after the onset of the pandemic.

7.4.4  “We Ave Well Preparved”

In the absence of a vaccine, preparedness had to rely on strong organiza-
tion. An effective response, from this perspective, is based on the identifi-
cation of the “index patient”—the first known patient in a country.
Through tracking the contacts of the index patient, other infected people
can be “chased down” and placed in quarantine. This tracking and tracing
of suspected cases is no rocket science, but it requires substantial resources,
well-trained personnel, and excellent managerial skills.

On paper, both countries were well prepared to perform this task. The
Dutch had plans and organizational units in place. In 2005, the Center for
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Infectious Disease Control (CIb) was created. This center was established
to enhance the preparedness of the country in the face of the rising threat
of new infectious discases (RIVM, 2015). Over the years, Dutch prepared-
ness was tested by the emergence of various new diseases. The available
plans and organizational structure performed well in response to these
health threats. The SARS and Mexican Flu outbreaks, for example, were
detected early on and the situation was quickly brought under control
(Boin et al., 2020). These successes inspired deep confidence amongst
Dutch experts and politicians in their state of preparedness.

Unfortunately, this pandemic was different. Due to the long incubation
time and the many asymptomatic cases, there were many index patients
(until the first index patient was finally identified).” In addition, the capac-
ity for testing suspected cases was limited. When the first corona case was
reported in the Netherlands, the OMT stated that the best thing to do was
to contain the virus by actively tracing patients and their contacts
(Rijksoverheid, 2020g). However, the responsible organizational units—
the local health units—were not prepared for the task. On March 10, the
head of one of the local health units said that her employees were very
busy and that “the work pressure is sky high” (Tweede Kamer der Staten-
Generaal, 2020b). On March 12, Van Dissel told the press that it was
impossible to trace all new corona cases. The Dutch government gave up
on mass testing and contact tracing (Rijksoverheid, 2020Db).

The Swedes also had plans and organizational units in place to handle
imported cases and to perform contact tracing. The Swedish authorities
began conducting active contact tracing after the first case was discovered
on January 31. For almost a month, the number of corona cases reported
in Sweden remained in single digits. On February 26, when Gothenburg
experienced its first case, Anders Tegnell claimed that “our current strat-
egy works—to inform people who have been in the affected areas who get
symptoms and to offer them quick treatment” (FOHM, 2020f). By March
12, however, the number of cases had reached such high levels that Tegnell
admitted that contract tracing was impossible and said people in the region
of Stockholm were no longer going to be tested (Expressen TV, 2020).
Sweden’s testing capacity proved to be insufficient. On March 22, the
FOHM announced that it no longer considered testing other than in hos-
pitals (Fall, Kimpe, Fall, Larsson, & Bergh, 2020).

? According to the RIVM, the first (unofficial) corona cases were already in the Netherlands
in January (Algemeen Dagblad, 2020).
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7.5 RecogN1zING WHEN A CREEPING CRrisis COMES
TO A HEAD: LEssoNs FrRoM CoviD-19

As seen in the case of Covid-19, the move from watching an unfolding
crisis to preparing for its onslaught is mediated by the expert-politician
interface. That interface can shape how societies prepare for impending
crises, from the moment those crises begin to “creep.”

The world of science is ruled by methods of validation, which aim to
separate mere beliefs from societal patterns and laws of nature. The politi-
cal arena revolves around value conflicts that must be abridged through
negotiation and mechanisms of delegating and monitoring power.
Politicians often ask scientists for advice, which they use as they see fit.
Scientists bemoan that policy is not evidence based, but they rarely refrain
from offering their insights when asked.

When in crisis, politicians tend to pay more attention to what scientists
have to say. Suddenly they want to know what the basis is for their scien-
tific insights. Scientists are hard pressed to provide advice on which much
may depend. They move into positions that are as close to decision-making
power as non-elected officials may find themselves. The Covid-19 crisis
was no exception. In the Netherlands, as in other countries, scientists who
had labored anonymously for years suddenly shared the stage with politi-
cal crisis managers. In Sweden, scientists pretty much 7an the response,
placing politicians in the back benches of the crisis management arena.

So, what have we learned? Did the relationship between scientists and
decision-makers help the latter to declare this creeping crisis a full-blown
crisis, in good time? Should the relationship between policymakers and
scientists be reconsidered:?

To start, scientists clearly did not call Covid-19 for what it was: one of
the biggest crises to hit the world since World War II. Experts followed the
science, which, in hindsight, helps to understand why it took so long to
declare this a full crisis. Well into the crisis, scientists “missed” the emerg-
ing crisis in the nursing homes (a creeping crisis within a creeping crisis).
As we write this, in late 2020, it appears that scientists failed to call the
“second wave”—a resurgence of Covid-19. These observations are, of
course, disconcerting.

We identified an interesting divergence between the two countries. In
the Netherlands, politicians closely followed the assessments of scientists
during the incubation phase. But when it became abundantly clear that
the experts had misread the threat, the politicians took over. Belatedly but
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swiftly, they took measures that experts had waved off as not supported by
scientific evidence.

In Sweden, science remained in the driving seat. Swedish scientists
stuck with the evidence-based regime that their Dutch colleagues had pre-
scribed to their political headmasters. Put differently, Swedish politicians
remained true to the designed crisis management principles and practices.
The Swedish approach, as it subsequently came to be known, attracted
world-wide attention. It was nothing but the regime that scientists had
proposed in international journals and had agreed upon during interna-
tional conferences. Remarkably, Sweden was the only country that stuck
with science (Milne, 2020). Whether the Swedes were right to do so will
be the subject of much future research (it will take some time before the
final assessment comes in). Sweden has become a test lab for pandemic
management; that much is clear.

It also seems clear that the advisory role of scientists should not be
abandoned. It is hard to see how a pandemic could be managed without
the insights of science. But our analysis of two countries in which scientists
play a major role in pandemic management offers a few pointers for fur-
ther discussion and analysis. These points are relevant in all creeping crises.
Three points in particular merit attention:

Scientists ndvise, politicians decide—or not? The role of scientists seems
circumscribed in modern conceptions of democracy. While scientists
may have critical knowledge and insights regarding strategy and deci-
sions, democracies expect politicians to make those decisions. They are
elected and they are responsible. Is there reason to reconsider this maxim?

Scientists should stick with the science. The scientists disappointed in the
initial phase of the Covid-19 crisis. They did so because they stuck with
the scientific paradigm. It seems logical that scientists should stick with
the science. If the science is limited, so be it. Scientists should admit
ignorance and hand the decision back to politicians. They may start
working to address the uncertainty by conducting research.

Who should declare a crisis? The calling of the pandemic was in the hands
of politicians, but they did so based on scientific assessments. Politicians
dutifully categorized Covid-19 an A-disease when scientists advised
them to do so. But scientists failed to persuade politicians of the urgency
of the threat and the need to act. The reason is simple: they did not
believe it was necessary. This evokes the question: who should declare a
crisis and based on what evidence?
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