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When a collaborative relationship has 
reached the 10-year mark, it can be said 
to have stood the test of time, reaching a 
level of durability and maturity. 

This is the landmark moment where 
South Africa now finds itself in relation 
to BRICS. 

Ten years ago, the country 
participated in its inaugural BRICS 
Summit, which happened to have been 
the Third BRICS Summit since the 
grouping’s inception, held in Sanya, 
China on 14 April 2011.

Only two years later, South Africa 
had the honour of hosting the Fifth 
BRICS Summit, together with the 
BRICS Think Tank Council and 
Academic Forum, in Durban in 2013.

From the outset, our country has been 
an equal partner in BRICS, not content 
to just continue with what was already 
in place but initiating or proposing 
innovations too. 

Looking back to 2015 when the 
National Institute for the Humanities 
and Social Sciences (NIHSS) became 
the custodian of the SA BRICS Think 
Tank Council, I can recall some notable 
moments for South Africa. 

4 | BRICS ACADEMIC REVIEW

CEO NOTE

10 years in BRICS: 
SA holds its own 
and looks to the 
future

W

It was South Africa that successfully 
motivated for the inclusion of other 
African countries in the academic 
activities of BRICS. This gathered 
momentum to the point where, in 2018, 
when South Africa held the chairship 
of BRICS, nine countries were invited 
to participate in that year’s Academic 
Forum as part of the Africa Outreach 
initiative, namely Angola, Burundi, 
Ethiopia, Gabon, Namibia, Uganda, 
Togo, Rwanda and Senegal.

Gender had not previously featured at 
all prominently on the agenda at BRICS 
academic events. That changed, also 
from 2018, when gender was formally 
included on the Academic Forum 
agenda for the first time – further 
testimony to our commitment to leave 
no one behind.

Gender equality and inclusive 
development formed part of the plenary 
sessions of the Academic Forum that 

 It was also 
South Africa that – 
two years before 
the outbreak of the 
deadliest global 
pandemic for 100 
years – proposed 
that the BRICS 
establish a vaccine 
centre. 



year, and also remained a priority theme 
when the BRICS leaders gathered for 
the 2018 Summit. That gender equality 
has gained real currency in BRICS is 
evident from the proposed establishment 
of a forum on women’s inclusion and the 
support shown for the idea of creating 
a Women Business Council to ensure 
full participation of women on all 
professional and social paths of life. 

It was also South Africa that – 
two years before the outbreak of the 
deadliest global pandemic for 100 years 
– proposed that the BRICS establish 
a vaccine centre. Subsequent events, 
including the difficulties the Global 
South has had in procuring COVID-19 
vaccines and the controversies swirling 
over the Global North’s vaccine grabs, 
have shown how important such a 
centre could be towards ensuring more 
equitable, just distribution of vaccines – 
not just in the current pandemic but for 
the future as well.

In the meantime, it has been 
heartening to see the action taken on the 
part of India, and now Russia, to assist 
South Africa in gaining access to some 
of the vaccines that are so sorely needed 
to begin protecting the population from 
COVID-19.

The task of rebuilding economies must 
also be addressed with a view to equity 
and fairness. Developed and developing 
economies alike have suffered enormous 
economic damage as a result of the 
ongoing global public health emergency. 
This may influence countries to resort to 
unfair practices as they set out to rebuild 
their economies. 

Indeed, protectionism was already 
evident in some economies even before 
the COVID-19 pandemic, prompting 
the 2018 BRICS Academic Forum 
Declaration to express serious concern 
over the escalation in some countries 
of unilateral protectionist measures 
and to strongly oppose all forms of 
protectionism. 

It was resolved that “BRICS countries 
should stay firmly committed to a rule-
based, transparent, non-discriminatory, 
open and inclusive multilateral trading 
system as embodied in the World Trade 

Organisation (WTO).” 
While the WTO itself is in need 

of transformation, a welcome step 
in the right direction has been the 
announcement of Nigeria’s Dr Ngozi 
Okonjo-Iweala as its new Director 
General. Apart from being female 
and African, she has the leadership 
experience needed to tackle the task of 
rebuilding the architecture of the global 
economy – and a heart for the Global 
South. 

All in all, the 10th anniversary of 

 ...the 10th anniversary of South Africa’s 
participation in BRICS is a milestone worth 
celebrating – both for what has already 
been achieved and what, as the relationship 
matures and solidifies further, can be 
achieved going forward. 
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South Africa’s participation in BRICS 
is a milestone worth celebrating – both 
for what has already been achieved and 
what, as the relationship matures and 
solidifies further, can be achieved going 
forward. 

PROF SAR AH MOSOETSA
Chief Executive Officer 
National Institute for the Humanities 
and Social Sciences (NIHSS),  
custodian of the South African  
BRICS Think Tank (SABTT)

Nigerian economist Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala is the 
first female and first African head of the World 
Trade Organization
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2001:
The term “BRIC” was first 
used by Goldman Sachs 
in their Global Economics 
Paper No 66, “The World 
Needs Better Economic 
BRICs”. 

2014: 
The Brazilian city of 
Fortaleza hosted the 
Sixth Summit. The 
chosen theme was 
“Inclusive growth, 
sustainable solutions”. 
The main outcome of the 
meeting was the creation 
of the New Development 
Bank (NDB).

South Africa’s decadal 
milestone in BRICS  
- a chronicle of South Africa’s journey in BRICS

2006: 
On 20 September, the 
first BRICS Ministerial 
Meeting was held at the 
suggestion of Russian 
President Vladimir Putin. 
Russia, Brazil, China and 
India were represented. 

2015: 
The Seventh BRICS 
Summit took place 
in Ufa, Russia, in 
July, with the theme 
“BRICS partnership - a 
driving force of global 
development”. 

2008:
On 9 July, then Russian 
President Dmitry 
Medvedev met with 
Brazilian President Luiz 
Inacio Lula da Silva, Indian 
Prime Minister Manmohan 
Singh and Chinese 
President Hu Jintao on 
the margins of the G8 
Summit in Toyako, Japan.

2016: 
Held in Goa, India in 
October, the theme of 
the Eighth Summit was 
“Building up inclusive and 
collective solutions”.

2009: 
The First BRICS 
Summit was held in 
Yekaterinburg, Russia,  
on 16 June. 

2017: 
The Ninth Summit was 
hosted by China, in 
Xiamen in September. 
The theme was “BRICS: 
Stronger partnership for a 
brighter future”.

CEO NOTE
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2010: 
On 15 April, the Second 
Summit took place in 
Brasilia, Brazil. On
21 September, BRIC 
Foreign Ministers agreed 
at their meeting in New 
York that South Africa 
may be invited to join 
BRIC. 

2018:
South Africa hosted 
the 10th instalment in 
Johannesburg under the 
theme “BRICS: collaboration 
for inclusive growth and 
shared prosperity in the 4th 
Industrial Revolution”.
Gender disparities in BRICS 
countries were addressed. 
The creation of the BRICS 
Gender and Women’s Forum 
was championed by South 
Africa in its capacity as chair. 

2011: 
South Africa was invited 
to attend the Third BRICS 
Summit in Sanya, China 
on 14 April.

2019: 
The Brazilian Presidency 
hosted the 11th BRICS 
Summit in November 
in the city of Brasilia, 
under the theme “BRICS: 
Economic growth for an 
innovative future”. 

2012: 
The Fourth Summit took 
place in New Delhi, India 
in March. The theme of 
the meeting was “BRICS 
partnership for global 
stability, security and 
prosperity”.

2020: 
Russia hosted the 12th 
Summit virtually due to 
the Covid 19 pandemic. 
The theme was “Global 
stability, shared security 
and innovative growth”. 

2013:
South Africa hosted the 
Fifth Summit, in Durban; 
its theme was “BRICS 
and Africa: Partnership for 
development, integration 
and industrialisation”. 

2021
India will be taking over 
the chairship of BRICS 
and will host the 13th 
BRICS Summit. The 
2021 theme is “Intra-
BRICS cooperation for 
continuity, consolidation 
and consensus”.

EXPANSION OF BRIC INTO BRICS



It’s been said that the more things 
change, the more they stay the same. I 
beg to differ.

A year ago, on the morning of  
13 March to be precise, I boarded a 
flight to Cape Town.

In front of me sat a young lady 
wearing a surgical mask to cover her 
face and bright blue rubber gloves. I 
recall thinking to myself that she must 
be suffering from extreme paranoia. 

The COVID-19 situation has since 
escalated to the point where, as of  
1 February 2021, failing to wear a mask 
in public became a criminal offence in 
South Africa, carrying a jail sentence of 
up to six months.

How did we get here? Rather than 
pointing fingers and looking for a 
scapegoat, the priority of many nations 
has been saving lives and protecting 
economies. Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw, 
founder and chairman of Biocon Ltd, 
India’s largest biopharmaceutical 
company, said it best: “Ultimately, the 
greatest lesson that COVID-19 can 
teach humanity is that we are all in this 
together.”

You’ll notice that we’ve dedicated 
quite a number of pages of this issue 
to COVID-19. The upfront section 
will give you a round-up of measures 

implemented by BRICS countries to 
counter the spread of the virus. While 
the COVID-19 pandemic is a health 
crisis, it’s also an economic crisis and 
a major aspect of “post-COVID-19 
recovery” should be the rehabilitation of 
the economy.

The 12th BRICS Summit under 
Russia’s chairship adopted the renewed 
BRICS Strategy for Economic 
Partnership (2020 - 2025). We hope to 
see the strategy come to life and bring 
about lasting opportunities for the 
citizens of BRICS nations. 

With challenges also come 
opportunities (this is by no means 
saying COVID-19 is good; rather, that 

there are two sides to every coin). 
Owing to lockdown regulations, 

we’ve seen a rise in virtual meetings, 
bringing digital consumption to 
unprecedented highs and creating 
what is effectively a whole new 
industry. Global companies such as 
Zoom and Hangouts have reported 
positive numbers and local technology 
startups are being given a fighting 
chance. The environment has taken 
a much-needed breather from CO2 
emissions because global air traffic 
has dropped and people are driving 
less while working from home. 

Places that would otherwise have 
been packed with tourists are being 
given a chance to recover. We’ve 
also seen an increase in wildlife in 
some South African game reserves.

Staying positive, being adaptable and 
finding a silver lining amid this time 
will help us get through the next  
12 months, whatever they may bring. 

And, to echo the words of Kiran 
Mazumdar-Shaw, we’ll get through it 
together. As the BRICS community, 
already cooperating and collaborating 
in so many ways, we know that’s not 
a cliché but an essential element of 
surviving and thriving in a changing 
world. 

 Ultimately, the greatest lesson that 
COVID-19 can teach humanity is that we  
are all in this together.   
Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw, founder and chairman of Biocon Ltd

ED’S
NOTE
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Covid-19’s 
impact on the 
world, for better 
or worse

I

VUYO DLAMINI

626028
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WOMEN’S GROUPS AROUND THE WORLD COMMEMORATE INTERNATIONAL 
WOMEN’S DAY. WOMEN ON ALL CONTINENTS, OFTEN DIVIDED BY NATIONAL 
BOUNDARIES AND BY ETHNIC AND LINGUISTIC, CULTURAL, ECONOMIC AND 
POLITICAL DIFFERENCES, COME TOGETHER TO OBSERVE THE DAY. THIS 
YEAR’S THEME IS “WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP: ACHIEVING AN EQUAL FUTURE IN 
A COVID-19 WORLD”. Find out more about the theme on their website www.internationalwomensday.com

International Women’s Day: 8 March 2021 
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INSIGHTS, NEWS AND COMMENTARY ABOUT BRICS 

the disease were placed, such as “what 
you need to know” and “what to do”, as 
well as fake news alerts and guidelines for 
safely resuming activities. There is also an 
open channel on a WhatsApp application 
and a call centre, Disque Saúde 136, 
which are open for the questions from the 
population. 

The Coronavirus SUS application 
was also made available for free on the 
IOS© and Android© platforms. Through 
participatory surveillance, the app 
allows citizens to find out about possible 
exposure, insert laboratory results and 
access information about the disease, 
symptoms, transmission and forms of 
transmission, among others. In addition, 
an epidemiological report is released daily 
in the late afternoon with national data 
on confirmed, new and cumulative cases 
and deaths and a press conference on 
weekdays. 

Surveillance, rapid response teams 
and case investigation 
A surveillance system was created 
for the Paediatric Multisystemic 
Inflammatory Syndrome (SIMP) 
associated with COVID-19, along with 
the implementation of an investigation 
form, information system and production 
of information notes. The Contact COVID 
system (ContactTracing) was implemented 
together with a surveillance guide, 
investigation forms, information system 
and online training course. Data quality 
assessment of the information systems used 
to record COVID-19 cases was carried out 
in order to validate and correct possible 
errors in data entries, producing a reliable 
database. The Ministry of Health has also 
actively participated in field investigations, 
namely: (i) Cohort repatriated from 

Measures taken in the 
field of healthcare to 
counter the spread of 
the coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19) by BRICS 
countries

COVID-19 pandemic’s development 

31 December 2019
World Health Organization (WHO) was 

informed of cases of pneumonia of unknown 
cause in Wuhan City, China. 

7 January 2020 
The Chinese authorities received an 

isolate of the coronavirus. 

13 January 2020 
New cases of infection were 
detected outside the People’s 
Republic of China (Thailand). 

Government issued a declaration of a 
Public Health Emergency of National 
Importance by COVID-19 (Decree MS 
No. 188, of 03/02/2020) and Approval of 
the Law that provides measures to deal 
with it (Law 13,979 of 02/06/2020). Both 
measures were taken in advance of the first 
confirmed Brazilian case (02/26/2020) 
and were ready after WHO declared 
the state of Public Health Emergency 
of International Concern (01/30/2020). 
Furthermore, the Federal Government has 
also put in place the Intersectorial Crisis 
Committee in order to coordinate and 
monitor the impacts of COVID-19 in the 
country, led by the Chief of Staff of the 
Presidency of the Republic, with the active 
participation of the Minister of Health 
and other Ministries. Border control and 
restrictions on entry into Brazil were 
introduced for passengers on international 
flights from countries with high sustained 
community transmission. 

Risk communication and 
community engagement 
The Ministry of Health’s official website 
presents information on governmental 
actions to combat the pandemic aimed at 
both the general population and health 
managers and professionals. For the 
general population, specific links about 

THE SHANGHAI SPIRIT 
ADVOCATED BY EURASIAN 
ALLIANCE THE SHANGHAI 
CO-OPERATION ORGANIZATION 
PROMOTES INTER-REGIONAL 
ECONOMIC CO-OPERATION 
AND MUTUAL BENEFIT, AND 
IN SO DOING, IS HELPING 
TO ALIGN CHINA’S BELT 
AND ROAD INITIATIVE WITH 
RUSSIA’S GREATER EURASIAN 
PARTNERSHIP PROJECT.

The Federative  
Republic of Brazil 

Country-level coordination, 
planning, and monitoring
WHO was immediately notified after 
the first case was confirmed and Brazil 
shared information daily with WHO and 
its member states on the general context 
of the response to the pandemic. The 
National Health System (SUS) itself is 
the main response to an epidemic such 
as COVID-19. The Brazilian Federal 

THE SHANGHAI SPIRIT 
ADVOCATED BY EURASIAN 
ALLIANCE THE SHANGHAI 
CO-OPERATION ORGANIZATION 
PROMOTES INTER-REGIONAL 
ECONOMIC CO-OPERATION 
AND MUTUAL BENEFIT, AND 
IN SO DOING, IS HELPING 
TO ALIGN CHINA’S BELT 
AND ROAD INITIATIVE WITH 
RUSSIA’S GREATER EURASIAN 
PARTNERSHIP PROJECT.
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China; (ii) Therapeutic itinerary of cases 
recovered and that progressed to death; 
(iii) Investigation on excessive home deaths 
attributable to COVID-19 in Amazonas 
State; and (iv) outbreaks of COVID-19 
in one of the largest prison complexes 
in the country and in the female federal 
penitentiary. These investigations generated 
several epidemiological studies (descriptive 
and analytical) that were disseminated in 
technical seminars, newsletters, technical 
reports, scientific articles and book 
chapters.

Points of entry 
The Brazilian Government published the 
Clinical Management Protocol with the 
objective to define the role of Primary 
Health Care (PHC) services in the 
management and control of COVID-19 

infection, as well as to provide clinical 
guidance instruments for professionals 
who work at the SUS, considering the 
context of community transmission of 
COVID -19 in Brazil. For Brazil, it is 
essential that the PHC services work with 
a syndromic approach to the problem, 
focusing on the clinical approach of 
Influenza Syndrome and Severe Acute 
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), regardless 
of the etiological agent.

National laboratories 
Experts from Fiocruz, the Ministry of 
Health of Brazil and the Pan American 
Health Organization (PAHO) provided 
training on laboratory diagnosis of 
the new coronavirus (2019-nCoV), 
targeting specialists from Argentina, 
Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, 

Panama, Paraguay, Peru and Uruguay. 
Up to 15 million COVID-19 tests were 
acquired and distributed to Federal 
States and municipalities 

Development of vaccines and 
medicines 
Regarding national vaccine R&D 
initiatives, Brazil is involved with 
six initiatives: two vaccines from the 
University of São Paulo; two vaccines 
from Bio-Manguinhos/Fiocruz; one 
from Fiocruz-Minas in partnership 
with the National Institute of Science 
and Technology in Vaccines (INCTV); 
and one from Butantan Institute. 
Brazil has a robust industrial park of 
immunobiologicals, with special emphasis 
on BioManguinhos, from the Oswaldo 
Cruz Foundation, associated with the 
structure of the Ministry of Health. 
This fact empowers Brazil to occupy 
a prominent position in the region 
due to its wide productive capacity of 
health inputs, representing a valuable 
opportunity for the establishment of 
international cooperation. 

Economic resources 
Since the beginning of the pandemic,  
the Ministry of Health has allocated 
around USD 16.8 billion to the 26 states 
and the Federal District, of which  
USD 11.7 billion was for routine services 
of the Brazilian Unified Health System 
(SUS) and USD 5.2 billion was exclusively 
for actions to counter COVID-19. 
The purchase of PPE and other health 
inputs is usually the responsibility of the 
states and municipalities. However, due 
to the global scarcity of these materials 
in the current public health emergency 
scenario, the Ministry of Health used its 
purchasing power in order to support local 
managers and to strengthen the national 
health system.

30 January 2020 
WHO Director-General Dr Ghebreyesus Tedros 

declared the 2019 coronavirus outbreak a Public 
Health Emergency of International Concern. 

28 February 2020 
WHO upgraded its global risk 

assessment from high to very high. 

11 March 2020 
The epidemic was recognised as a 

pandemic.

Laboratory technicians prepare vials of the Sinovac 
Biotech coronavirus vaccine at the Butantan Institute 
in Sao Paulo, Brazil, on 15 January, 2021. 
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The Russian  
Federation

 
Country-level coordination, 
planning and monitoring 
As part of measures to eliminate the 
spread of the novel coronavirus infection 
COVID-19 in the Russian Federation, 
a well-established system of measures to 
detect and prevent COVID-19 prevented 
the explosive development of the 
epidemic in Russia. Russia was ahead of 
the curve, relying not only on research and 
recommendations from Russian experts, 
but also on international experience. 

Russia had important advantages from 
the beginning of the pandemic: 
•	 a functioning and inventoried network 

of infectious diseases hospitals and 
departments with specialised beds and 
trained and equipped personnel; 

•	 the sanitary and epidemiological 
service, which acted as a shield against 
the spread of infection; 

•	 a system of compulsory health insurance 
that guarantees payment for medical 
care to all those who need it, allowing 
all citizens to seek medical care as early 
as possible, without thinking about the 
financial component. 

All these components proved to be very 
important in the first stages, becoming a 
support for resource mobilisation in the 
future. 

The first two cases of COVID-19 
were detected in Russia on 31 January 
2020 and turned out to be imported. 
The President of the Russian Federation, 
taking into account the analysis of the 
epidemiological situation of the spread 
of the epidemic in foreign countries, 
declared a period of non-working days 
from 25 March, which lasted a total of six 
weeks. During this period, the movement 
restriction regime was applied. Special 
information systems were also created 
to track contacts and sick patients, and 
unprecedented social support measures 
were created. During the period of non-
working days, the rate of daily increase in 
detected cases decreased by 27 times, and 
the proportion of moderate and severe 
forms of infection decreased by 1.5 times. 

Risk communication and 
community engagement 
The Ministry of Health of the Russian 
Federation carried out work to inform 
citizens of the Russian Federation about 
coronavirus infection and preventive 

measures to reduce the risks of spread. 
For this effort,  the official offices of the 
Ministry of Health of Russia used social 
networks: VKontakte, Odnoklassniki, 
Facebook and Instagram, and launched 
a flash mob #DefenceOtKorona. The 
purpose of the flash mob was to call on 
the citizens of the Russian Federation to 
adhere to the rules of personal hygiene 
and observe preventive measures against 
the spread of coronavirus infection.

Points of entry 
In this regard, sanitary and epidemiological 
control at checkpoints was strengthened, 
and then a decision was made to 
temporarily suspend passage through the 
state border of the Russian Federation. 
Russia was among the first countries in 
the world who took this action to protect 
people and buy time to prepare the health 
system to receive patients. 

National laboratories 
Russian specialists were among the 
first in the world to create effective test 
systems. The national testing strategy has 
been implemented, and more than 62.9 
million tests have been completed so far. 
More than 900 laboratory complexes 
are involved in testing. Over 190 test 
systems have been registered for detection 
of COVID-19 by polymerase chain 
reaction, including the development and 
production of test systems for detecting 
class M and G immunoglobulin, as 
well as the development and production 
of test systems that detect specific 
immunoglobulin. These test systems 
are also determined in a quantitative 
way and allow the use of plasma of sick 
donors to form drugs for the treatment of 
COVID-19. It should be noted that the 
entire amount of medical care, including 
testing and treatment, is covered by the 
state insurance system. All assistance is 
provided to the population free of charge.

Workers from Russia’s emergency situations 
ministry spray disinfectant solution along the 
platform during a deep clean operation at 
Yaroslavsky railway station in Moscow, Russia, 
on Thursday, 15 October, 2020. 
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THE SHANGHAI SPIRIT 
ADVOCATED BY EURASIAN 
ALLIANCE THE SHANGHAI 
CO-OPERATION ORGANIZATION 
PROMOTES INTER-REGIONAL 
ECONOMIC CO-OPERATION 
AND MUTUAL BENEFIT, AND 
IN SO DOING, IS HELPING 
TO ALIGN CHINA’S BELT 
AND ROAD INITIATIVE WITH 
RUSSIA’S GREATER EURASIAN 
PARTNERSHIP PROJECT.
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An Indian Border Security Force (BSF) 
personnel member wearing a facemask as 
a preventive measure against the spread of 
Covid-19 coronavirus, distributes facemasks 
to students during a Civic Action Programme 
event organised at a government school near 
India-Pakistan Attari-Wagah border post, about 
35km from Amritsar on 3 February 2021.
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The Republic  
of India

Country-level coordination, 
planning and monitoring 
The Government of India has followed 
a “Whole of Government” and “Whole 
of Society” approach for managing the 
COVID-19 pandemic in the country. A 
high-level Group of Ministers (GoM) was 
constituted on 3 February 2020 to review, 
monitor and evaluate the preparedness 
and response measures being taken 
regarding management of COVID-19 in 
the country, comprising the Ministries of 
Health & Family Welfare, Civil Aviation, 
External Affairs, Home Affairs, Shipping, 
Chemicals and Fertilizers. Under the 
Disaster Management Act, 2005, high 
level inter-ministerial “Empowered 
Groups” were created to fast-track 
evidence-based decisions on different 
aspects of COVID-19 management in the 
country.

Risk communication and 
community engagement 
The Government of India has maintained 
an open, transparent and bi-directional 
policy towards risk communication for 
COVID-19. A few examples are: 
1. An Empowered Group has been tasked 

to oversee all COVID-19 related 
communications.

2.  Information on cases, deaths, 
recoveries and tests conducted is being 
made available on a daily basis on the 
Ministry of Health & Family Welfare’s 
website. In addition, all advisories, 
guidelines and standard operating 
procedures (SOPs) issued were made 
public on the website of Ministry of 
Health & Family Welfare.

3. TV commercials and radio spots are 
being broadcast (on national and 
regional channels). Social media is 
being leveraged aggressively. Caller tune 
messages are being utilised to deliver 
key messages across 117.2 crore mobile 
telephone connections. 

4. Several videos, informative guidebooks 
on COVID Appropriate Behaviours 
and anti-stigma, as well as media 
creatives, were developed and uploaded 
on the Ministry of Health & Family 
Welfare’s website and social media 
handles and amplified through the 
State Government network. 

5. Media, community radio, youth, 
volunteer and community health 
worker networks are being leveraged 
to take the critical message of anti-
stigma and now COVID Appropriate 
Behaviours (i.e. mask wearing, physical 
distance, hand hygiene and not spitting 
in public places) down to the last mile.
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6.  A dedicated call centre / helpline 
(1075) has been started to guide the 
community at large, and is being used 
by the citizens very effectively and on a 
regular basis. 

7. Capacity building on anti-stigma 
messages and COVID Appropriate 
Behaviours was undertaken for 
National Helpline staff, State Helpline 
Staff, Radio Jockeys (National and 
State), Youth Networks, SHGs, and 
Community Based Organizations.

8.  Stigma and Discrimination and 
COVID Appropriate Behaviour 
messages are being amplified across 
12 lakh ASHAs and ANMs via pre-
recorded phone messages. 

9. The Prime Minister launched ‘Jan 
Andolan’ for COVID-19 Appropriate 
Behaviour on 8 October 2020 in 

view of the upcoming festivals and 
winter season, as well as the opening 
up of the economy, with the aim of 
encouraging people’s participation; the 
key message is ”Wear Mask, Follow 
Physical Distancing, Maintain Hand 
Hygiene”. To counter the circulation 
of misinformation on COVID-19, the 
Press Information Bureau’s Factcheck 
unit works to dispel rumours going viral 
on the social media. ‘PIBFactCheck’ 
is a verified handle on Twitter that 
continuously monitors trending 
messages on social media platforms and 
conducts comprehensive reviews of its 
content to expose fake news. Any person 
can submit any social media message to 
PIBFactCheck, including text, audio and 
video, for verification of its authenticity.

Points of entry 
1. Thermal screening was initiated 

with effect from 18 January 2020 at 
the international airports of Delhi, 
Mumbai and Kolkata, and has now 
been extended to 30 airports.

2.  Universal screening of passengers was 
undertaken over a period of time for 
passengers from all countries. Until 
23 March 2020 (till suspension of all 
commercial flights), a total of 14 154 
flights with 1 524 266 passengers have 
been screened at these airports. 

3. Multi-disciplinary Central teams were 
tasked with inspection of airports 
and hospitals attached to them to 
ensure proper screening and end-end 
management of suspect cases detected 
on screening. 

4. In addition to airports, screening is also 
being done at 12 major and 65 minor 
sea ports.

5.  Screening activities are also being 
undertaken at land border crossings.

6.  Information is being provided to 
international travellers using in-flight 
announcements on all flights, using 
strategically placed signage at the 
airports.

7. All passengers are required to complete 
the health declaration form. 

8.  With the aim of bringing home 
Indians stranded in many countries 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic,  
the Government of India initiated  
the Vande Bharat Mission on  
7 May 2020. Temporary air travel 
arrangements (Transport Bubbles) 
between India and nine other 
mutually consenting countries have 
commenced, aimed at restarting 
commercial passenger services. They 
are reciprocal in nature, meaning 
airlines from both countries enjoy 
similar benefits. As of 9 November 
2020, a total of 21,555,220 passengers 
and crew members have been 
screened at the airports. Of these  
1 376 have been referred for isolation.

National laboratories 
Steps were taken to ensure efficient 
operation of laboratories for large-scale 
testing for COVID-19.

As of 9 November 2020, a total of 
119,615,857 COVID-19 tests have been 
conducted in the country. India is now 
testing more than a million samples a 
day, which is almost five times the WHO 
recommendation of 142 tests/ million 
population/day.

A nurse vaccinates a frontline health worker 
with Covishield Coronavirus vaccine developed 
by Oxford University and AstraZeneca Plc and 
produced by Serum Institute of India, at a 
government hospital on 6 January 2021.  
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Government workers wearing personal protective equipment (PPE) prepare a mobile testing 
unit outside a building under lockdown at the Laguna City residential estate in the Kwun Tong 
neighborhood of Hong Kong, China, on 31 January 2021.
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The People’s  
Republic of China

Country-level coordination, 
planning and monitoring
Since the outbreak of COVID-19, the 
Chinese government has attached great 
importance to the lives and health of its 
people. To comprehensively strengthen 
unified leadership and command over the 
prevention and control of the epidemic 
throughout the country, the CPC central 
committee has set up the Central Leading 
Group for COVID-19 Prevention and 
Control and dispatched the Central 
Steering Group to Hubei province, the 
epicentre of the outbreak. In accordance 
with the general requirements of “with 
firm confidence and solidarity, taking 
precise science-based prevention and 
control measures”, China has taken 
unprecedented robust and aggressive 
measures in fighting against the epidemic. 
China has deepened international 
exchanges and cooperation to build a 
health community with a shared future for 
mankind.

Risk communication and 
community engagement 
The official Chinese and English websites 
of the National Health Commission 
ensured the timely release of the latest 
progress of epidemic information and 
prevention and control work across 
the country. From 27 January 2020, 
the National Health Commission and 
relevant departments held daily press 
conferences to release authoritative 
information in a timely manner, covering 
epidemic prevention and control, medical 
treatment, scientific research and other 
fields. As of 30 April, a total of 95 
press conferences had been held. The 
official website of the National Health 
Commission and the new media platform 
of “Healthy China” have set up a health 
science column, produced popular science 
materials for different groups of people, 
and maximised the coverage of health 
knowledge through traditional and new 
media, guiding the public in scientific 
prevention and control.

where all inbound travellers are required 
to complete health declarations and pass 
temperature screenings and medical 
inspections. In order to further observe 
the principles of early detection, reporting, 
quarantine and treatment of COVID-19 
patients, health inspectors would conduct 
health screenings and laboratory tests of 
all travellers as part of the epidemiological 
process. 

National laboratories 
China has implemented measures to 
guide the local medical and health 
institutions to continuously strengthen 
their capability of nucleic acid testing. 
There are 100 public testing laboratories 
across China, equipped with 39 mobile 
labs and relevant auxiliary mobile 
facilities. Each public testing laboratory 
has a manoeuvring testing capacity of  
10 000 copies per day.
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Surveillance, rapid response teams 
and case investigation 
China has issued 15 technical guidelines 
which focus on vulnerable groups such as 
the elderly and children and key places 
like stations, shopping malls, businesses 
and schools where primary responsibilities 
are assumed. China has adopted more 
targeted prevention and control measures 
to ensure an orderly return to work and 
resume production. While maintaining 
containment measures within the country, 
China has further strengthened the 
control of imported cases from abroad to 
prevent their sustained spread.

Points of entry
To contain the spread of COVID-19, 
the General Administration of Customs 
of the People’s Republic of China 
(GACC) has adopted strict prevention 
and control measures at ports of entry 
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The Republic  
of South Africa

Country-level coordination, planning 
and monitoring 
There was strong political support for and 
coordination of the whole-of-government 
response at both national and provincial 
level.  

The National Coronavirus Command 
Council (NCCC) and the National Joint 
Operations Centre (NATJOINTS) 
facilitated decisive action and the 
mobilisation of resources for the response. 

There was strong multi-stakeholder 
collaboration which facilitated the 
formulation and implementation of the 
risk-adjusted strategy. 

The establishment of a Ministerial 
Advisory Committee (MAC) ensured 
policy decisions are based on the best 
available evidence. 

Incident Management Teams (IMTs) 
with Functional areas were established 
at national and provincial levels, as well 
as in some districts. The IMTs have led 
operational and tactical aspects of the 
health response.

Risk communication and 
community engagement 
The Risk Communication and Community 
Engagement Technical Working Group 
was established in March 2020, led by 
the national Department of Health and 
comprising other government departments 
and agencies, as well as partners (donors, 
the United Nations and NGOs). 

 A community strategy was developed, 
conforming to all national and 
international regulations.

There was active communication with 
broad coverage. COVID-19 messages 
in local languages were developed and 
disseminated to all corners of South Africa. 

Communication takes place as 
frequently (daily releases) and widely as 
possible to build trust with the public. 

Fake news/misinformation was 
addressed and rectified as soon as possible.

Surveillance, rapid response teams 
and case investigation 
A sentinel hospital surveillance system 

was established to monitor admissions and 
hospital deaths and provide critical data for 
planning. 

COVID-19 surveillance was promptly 
integrated into existing influenza-like-
illness, and pneumonia surveillance 
widened the scope of the system. 

The South African COVID-19 
Modelling Consortium was established. 
The predictions from the models guided the 
scaling up of case management and testing 
capacities.

The rapid development and updating of 
guidelines enabled standardised approaches 
to case finding, diagnosis, management and 
public health action. 

Deployment of field epidemiologists 
at provincial level assisted with collation, 
analysis, reporting, contact tracing and 
investigation of new clusters. 

Coordination with various stakeholders at 
the local level (e.g. NGOs, academia, private 
sector) brought additional expertise on 
board, resulting in improved data analysis, 
case investigation and contact tracing. 

Points of entry 
Comprehensive screening of all travellers 
while still aboard transportation modes 
was conducted. Mandatory completion 
of the Travellers Health Questionnaire 
was implemented. Additional staff were 
deployed to address the shortage of 
personnel at ports of entry. Implementation 
of mandatory quarantine for returnees 
mitigated the risk of importation of 
additional cases. 

National laboratories
Early development of the testing capacity 
for SARS-COV2 enabled the prompt 
detection of imported cases.

Notification of laboratory tests from 
all public and 27 private laboratories was 
incorporated into a daily Notifiable Medical 
Conditions (NMC) line list that is shared 
with provinces. Early lockdown allowed 
an assessment of the laboratory testing 
capacity. Rapid roll-out of mobile testing 
improved access to testing and reduced 
the turnaround time.  Collaboration with 
private laboratories significantly boosted the 
testing capacity across the country. 

Source: BRICS countries’ measures taken in the field  

of healthcare to counter the spread of the coronavirus 

disease (paper)
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A lab technician uses a single channel 
pipette dropper to test material during 
COVID-19 polymerase chain reaction 
(PCR) test processing at a laboratory in 
the Dunkeld suburb of Johannesburg, 
South Africa, on 10 February 2021.
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will make provisions for access in 
particular markets. This is sometimes 
as a condition for receiving early 
development funding or for allowing parts 
of production to occur in a particular 
country. Some middle-income countries, 
particularly India, Argentina and Mexico, 
have sufficient production capacity to be 
partly indispensable. These countries have 
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Vaccine production in South Africa: 
How an industry in its infancy can 
be developed
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strategic leverage to get vaccines because 
of their own vaccine manufacturing 
capacity.

India illustrates this well. The Serum 
Institute of India, a privately owned 
pharmaceutical company, is manufacturing 
large quantities of the University of 
Oxford/AstraZeneca and Novavax 
COVID-19 vaccines. The company is 
scheduled to reach 100 million doses 
produced a month by March 2021. In 
return, India will keep a portion of the 
vaccines it manufactures – reportedly  
100 million doses in the first instance.

What about South Africa’s own 
capacity to produce vaccines? What can 
the country do? South Africa does not 
have large-scale vaccine manufacturing 
capability. The Biovac Institute – a public-
private partnership between the South 
African government and a consortium of 
South African healthcare companies – is 
beginning to get into vaccine manufacture 
with an eye on more secure and accessible 
childhood vaccine supplies for southern 
Africa. But this capability is still in 
its infancy. It’s small compared to the 
COVID-19 vaccine market.

In addition, a publicly traded South 
African-owned global pharmaceutical 
company, Aspen Pharmaceuticals, 
operates four pharmaceutical 
manufacturing and packaging plants in 
the country. The company is also moving 
into the vaccine packaging market.

We see a clear disconnect between 
what would be needed to make the Biovac 
Institute a strategic vaccine asset going 
forward and what is planned for Biovac.

If South Africa is serious about 
supplying anti-pandemic vaccines in 
the future, it needs to rethink the scale 
of financial, technical and strategic 
investment into vaccine production. This 
investment must be made not only into 
the private sector, but also, critically, into 

The issue of vaccine production has 
become a topic of hot debate following the 
approval of treatments for COVID-19. In 
South Africa angry exchanges have been 
spurred by the country’s lagging access to 
COVID-19 vaccines.

Generally, vaccines are produced by 
private companies who sell the vaccine 
under contracts. In some cases, producers 

A doctor holds a vial of Covishield vaccine, 
developed by Oxford-AstraZeneca Plc. and 
manufactured by Serum Institute of India
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publicly accountable institutions such as 
the Biovac Institute. Only if investment is 
increased, sustained and backed by political 
commitment, will the country have 
sufficient vaccine production capacity to 
use as a lever to get national and regional 
access to future anti-pandemic vaccines.

Vaccine production capacity
The Biovac Institute’s primary remit is 
to make childhood vaccines available for 
the South African market, mostly for the 
public sector.

For its part, Aspen’s existing 
pharmaceutical manufacturing capacity is 
about 10 billion tablets a year. It produces 
generic drugs (including analgesics, a 
proton pump inhibitor and sleeping aids), 
nutritional supplements (notably iron 
supplements) and hormones for local 
African markets and other middle-income 
markets, such as Turkey.

Aspen is scheduled to start producing the 
Johnson & Johnson COVID-19 vaccine in 
March or April of 2021 at these facilities. 
It will be filling and packaging vials with 
vaccine product manufactured in bulk 
outside of South Africa.

Most of the vials will be shipped back 
to Johnson & Johnson for international 
distribution. A recent announcement 
indicates that nine million doses will 
remain in South Africa for local use. The 
original packaging deal between Aspen 
and Johnson & Johnson was announced 
more than two months prior. There had 
been no mention of a procurement deal for 
South Africa until pressure began to mount 
recently on all parties.

Unlike Aspen, Biovac’s remit is to 
provide vaccines in the public interest. 
Part of its mission is to provide in the 
long term, capacity for the development and 
introduction of novel vaccines, focusing on 
the development of vaccines relevant to South 
Africa and Africa’s particular needs.

Biovac’s main activity is to import, 
label and distribute vaccines to the 
South African market. For example, 
it has supplied six vaccines made by 
international vaccine manufacturers for 
South Africa’s childhood immunisation 
programme. It also supplies other 
countries in the region. Biovac’s crowning 
achievement has been the local production 
(filling and packaging) of Hexaxim, a 

combination of six childhood vaccines 
from Sanofi, the French multinational 
pharmaceutical company. Production 
started very recently in November 2020.

Biovac is the first external company 
with which Sanofi has partnered to fill 
and package Hexaxim. Biovac is also 
planning to manufacture Prevnar-13, 
a vaccine made by Pfizer, the US 
multinational pharmaceutical company. 
The vaccine prevents pneumococcal 
disease and death. Biovac will formulate 
the product using components provided 
by Pfizer before filling and packaging the 
bulk vaccine. Production is due to start in 
the next six months.

The development of local capacity for 
formulation of a complex vaccine marks 
another important step towards the 
establishment of vaccine manufacturing 
capacity in South Africa.

How to be more prepared next time
To be in a better position to procure 
anti-pandemic vaccines, South Africa 
would need to have greater vaccine 
manufacturing capacity. And the country 
would need to be more willing to use that 
capacity as leverage.

Scale is a key consideration. Biovac 
is planning to fill 4 million doses of 
Hexaxim in 2021. This is tiny compared 
to the Serum Institute of India’s huge 
capacity and to Aspen’s reported capacity 
of 300 million vaccine doses a year.

Beyond scale, two other conditions 
need to be met.

The first is simply more experience. 
The technology transfer for each 
vaccine that Biovac produces would 

give the company experience and 
technical capacity in re-tooling for 
formulation, filling and testing of each 
particular vaccine. The second is that a 
more savvy, entrepreneurial risk-taking 
environment needs to be developed. 
This needs to be backed by political 
commitment in government.

The Aspen example shows that the 
development of local manufacturing 
capacity is possible if enough capital 
is available, and if the right strategic 
partnerships are established. Private 
facilities like Aspen clearly can become 
leverage for local access; but, that does not 
seem to be well assured.

If Biovac’s current trajectory is 
maintained and supported, it should be 
able to supply other vaccines (childhood 
vaccines, mostly) in the future. The 
strategic value of this assured supply 
should not be underestimated.

In addition, Biovac could be one of 
the answers to this problem because it 
is a publicly accountable institution and 
because it can point to its remit to make 
vaccines accessible locally when making 
any production deals. But in its current 
incarnation and scale, Biovac won’t be 
able to provide anti-pandemic vaccines 
for southern Africa. Nor can it act as a 
strategic asset in the way that the Serum 
Institute of India has been for India. 
South Africa has about one twentieth 
the population of India. This means it 
will need its public vaccine production 
capacity to grow to a more modest size to 
be a strategic asset.
Disclaimer: The article was originally published in  

The Conversation.

 If South Africa is serious about 
supplying anti-pandemic vaccines in the 
future, it needs to rethink the scale of 
financial, technical and strategic investment 
into vaccine production.  
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The tracker monitored legislative 
responses to COVID-19 for 65 countries 
along three key indicators:
•	 whether the legislature sat;
•	 whether there was legislative oversight of 

the initial response from 1 March to  
1 May 2020; and

•	 whether legislatures had opportunities 
for ongoing oversight from 1 April to  
1 September 2020.
The report shows that, between 1 March 

and 1 June 2020, the innovative use of 
technology played a key role in enabling 
52% of legislatures to sit regularly, and 35% 
to sit irregularly.

However, almost a third of legislatures 
had no direct oversight over the 
government’s initial response from  
1 March to 1 May 2020. This is important, 
because effective legislative scrutiny helped 
to constrain unnecessarily heavy-handed 
approaches in some cases. In others it 
prompted the government to take action 
where it had been slow to respond.

Legislative responses
There are two different – though not 
mutually exclusive – explanations for the 
differences in the extent of legislative 
oversight. One is the pre-existing strength 
of democratic institutions. The other is the 
disruptive impact of the pandemic in low 
technology legislatures.

GLOBAL 
AFFAIRS

Some legislatures have held governments 
to account during COVID-19. But not all.
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In most cases, lower scores on our 
tracker reflected lower legislative 
effectiveness scores prior to the pandemic. 
One example of this was in Algeria.

Similarly, countries with higher tracker 
scores generally featured higher levels of 
scrutiny pre-pandemic, such as Belgium 
and Botswana.

But this was not always the case. 
Despite low parliamentary effectiveness 
scores pre-pandemic, the Democratic 
Republic of Congo’s legislature voted 
on multiple extensions of the state of 
emergency and set up a COVID-19 
commission. This created opportunities to 
monitor the government’s response.

On the other hand, there were 
also cases where the pandemic 
significantly disrupted pre-existing 
practices because legislatures lacked 
the capacity to meet virtually, or were 
prohibited from doing so.

Nepal is one example. The country 
is usually rated as having mid-level 
legislative effectiveness. But a provision 
requiring legislators to meet in person 
meant that when the government did not 
recall parliament, virtual parliamentary 
sittings were impossible.

In these cases, social distancing 
requirements undermined the potential 
for oversight.

The type of legislation with which 
governments responded to the crisis was 
also important. Three main responses were 
possible:
•	 introducing new COVID-specific 

legislation;
•	 using existing legislation that addressed 

infectious diseases and pandemics; and
•	 using states of emergency.

The scope for legislative oversight 
tended to be reduced where outdated 
legislation was used or states of 
emergency were introduced.

The coronavirus pandemic has gone hand 
in hand with considerable democratic 
backsliding. According to a new study, 
democratic freedoms were undermined in 
83 countries from March to September 
2020. This should concern all of us. 
Oversight and accountability during the 
COVID-19 pandemic are essential for 
both the public and democratic health of 
a nation.

We set out to explore the role that 
legislatures played in responding to 
COVID-19. In particular, we looked at 
how they scrutinised governments’ actions.

Legislatures are central to modern 
democratic politics. But they are often 
bypassed during moments of crisis as 
presidents and prime ministers prioritise 
a rapid response. This is true for both 
established democracies and new 
democracies in which political institutions 
are still strengthening.

COVID-19 has raised particular 
challenges for legislatures. For example, 
social distancing requirements have made 
it harder for them to sit as usual. On the 
other hand, the longevity of the crisis has 
created more time for legislative scrutiny.

To investigate, a group of researchers 
developed the “Legislative Responses to 
COVID-19 Tracker”. We also conducted 
case studies on the legislatures’ response in 
Brazil, Nepal and Ukraine.
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The importance of legislative 
leadership
Legislative committees emerged as an 
important mechanism of oversight. In 
Brazil, the decree of public calamity 
required oversight committees to be 
formed. In Nepal and Ukraine, it was 
easier to adapt committee meetings.

In Ukraine, amended legislation 

enabled virtual committee meetings. 
Given the difficulties of virtual 
meetings in Nepal, the smaller number 
of legislators within committees made 
it easier to avoid breaking quarantine 
restrictions and to maintain social 
distancing.

In Brazil, the committees established 
to monitor the COVID-19 response 

worked effectively to oversee executive 
actions on medicines and ventilators. 
They also played an important role in 
ensuring transparency of government 
information. For example, they set up a 
parallel system of counting cases of the 
disease and consequent deaths.

In cases where committee meetings – 
or plenary sessions – were reduced, there 
were fewer routes to oversight. Time 
pressures and the need to make decisions 
quickly and via new digital processes also 
reduced space for oversight.

This had two important consequences, 
even where legislatures remained active. 
First, it concentrated opportunities 
for legislative leadership in the hands 
of party leaders. Second, it meant that 
legislatures heard evidence from, and 
engaged with, a narrower group of 
experts, advisers and concerned parties.

Fixing systemic problems
Challenges of oversight and inclusivity 
are not simply the product of the 
pandemic. Many reflect a deeper and 
pre-existing lack of accountability and 
inclusivity. Underlying institutional 
weaknesses need to be addressed.

There are four key areas we consider to 
be priorities. These are:
•	 the technological capacity of 

legislatures to meet remotely and 
inclusively;

•	 legislative regulations that allow 
parliaments to sit during crises;

•	 legislative committees’ access to 
administrative support and technical 
expertise; and

•	 dedicated crisis committees with 
senior leadership and established rules 
and protocols that can become quickly 
operational.
All these require resources. It is 

therefore critical to keep funding 
legislative strengthening programmes. 
In the time of COVID-19, it will 
be tempting to switch money out of 
democracy and governance activities 
and into health budgets. But stronger 
legislatures will enable us to build back 
better after the pandemic. 

Disclaimer: The article was originally published in 

The Conversation.

 Legislatures are central to modern 
democratic politics. But they are often 
bypassed during moments of crisis as 
presidents and prime ministers prioritise a 
rapid response.  
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Demonstrators are seen lying on the sidewalk of a street with 
placards plastered on their bodies during a demonstration. Citizens 
of Kathmandu stage a demonstration demanding a more effective 
government response to COVID-19, Nepal, 20 June 2020.
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BRICS 2020

BRICS’ new vision 
for a better world. 
What is the role of 
BRICS’ epistemic 
community?

L

ABOUT AUTHOR 
Dr Victoria V Panova, Managing Director for National 

Committee on BRICS Research, Vice-President of 
the Far Eastern Federal University (FEFU)

global policies; developing cooperation in 
economy, trade and finance; and fostering 
cooperation in cultural and humanitarian 
spheres and strengthening people-to-
people contacts. 

Covering all three, in turn, signalled 
that BRICS by now has firmly and 
irrevocably turned into the true global 
influencer. The first two pillars proved to 
be a great success, with the approval of 
the BRICS counter-terrorism strategy 
(the topic taken up further as a priority 
by the Indian chairmanship this year) and 
the adoption of the Strategy for BRICS 
Economic Partnership 2025 and other 
initiatives contributing to global well-
being and efforts to combat and overcome 
consequences of COVID-19 pandemic. 
While the significance of these should not 
be underestimated, what matters even more 
is the intensification and productivity of 
the humanitarian track.

In fact, it should be noted that BRICS 
is a unique club mechanism that from 
the very start of its existence saw its 
governments engaged in a dialogue with 
its societies, offering them the strategic 
role of pioneers and responsible dreamers. 
Groupings like the G7 or even the G20 
took time before they realised the potential 
of outreach towards their proper experts 
and opinion leaders. With the BRICS 
Civil Forum launched for the first time 
during Russia’s previous chairmanship in 
2015, the role of the Academic Forum goes 
even beyond the story of BRICS Summits. 
The first Academic Forum was held in 
2008, even before the first BRIC Summit 
in Yekaterinburg of 2009. 

The tradition of Academic Forums 
remains strong and those meetings over 
the 12 years of their existence already have 
rich experience of expert initiatives making 
it to the top of the final communiques of 
the BRICS leaders. The New Development 
Bank and Network University are just 
a few of such ideas. Recognising the 
important role of the expert academic 
community, BRICS leaders approved 
the creation of the BRICS Think Tank 

by the COVID-19 pandemic, it showed 
the new faces of egoism and political 
Darwinism as opposed to the initially 
expected solidarity, and exacerbated all 
latent and acute military-political and 
socio-economic crises. At the same time, 
2020 was also the year when Russia 
assumed the chairmanship in BRICS and 
had to offer innovative approaches and 
breakthrough ideas not only to weather 
raging global storms but to provide 
necessary conditions for BRICS to serve 
as a core element of a fairer and more 
inclusive world in the future.

With the slogan of the chairmanship of 
the “BRICS strategic partnership for global 
stability, shared security and innovative 
growth”, the official track looked into 
unveiling priorities and initiatives around 
the three key pillars of intra-BRICS 
cooperation: multilateral principles in the 

Last year proved to be full of not-quite-
pleasant novelties and surprises ushering 
in the picture of a more turbulent, more 
dangerous and more unpredictable world. 
Dominated by the problems brought about 

DR VICTORIA V PANOVA
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Council – a permanent body consisting 
of national coordinators also vested with 
the responsibility to organise Academic 
Forums and provide for in-depth analysis 
of the BRICS activities, suggest brave 
visions for the group itself and BRICS 
in the world, and offer up-to-date 
recommendations to the leaders on an 
annual basis.

2020 brought numerous challenges 
in multiple areas, but at the same time 
this year also was bound to be seen as an 
opportunity for a fresh start for humanity. 
Approaching the pandemic and other 
looming crises as an opportunity led to  
the theme of the Academic Forum of  
“BRICS new vision for a better world”. 
While the academic community never ties 
its deliberations to an official track, the 
three pillars of the Russian chairmanship 

allowed for a comprehensive review of 
existing and prospective topics of the five 
countries’ cooperation. 

The world today remains in urgent 
need of a new governance paradigm and 
the BRICS as an entity serves as a perfect 
platform to discover and test those new 
ideas. This Academic Forum presented 
a variety of bold views and considered 
developmental paths for the changing 
world order. In fact, main points were 
reflected in the recommendations to the 
leaders, worked out in synergy by the 
participants from the five countries and 
tailored by the BTTC members to its 
fruition.

Other sessions of the Forum, as 
mentioned earlier, covered a wide range 
of topics and touched upon the most 
promising areas of BRICS cooperation. 
Experts suggested ways to bring 

cooperation between BRICS in trade and 
investment to yet a different stage, pointed 
out the vital need for the five countries 
to pay utmost attention to establishment 
of quality infrastructure and reviewed the 
work of the New Development Bank.  
To date, the bank has approved over  
USD 20 billion for 64 infrastructure projects 
and allocated another USD 4 billion for the 
BRICS to fight COVID-19 consequences, 
with the possibility of this sum reaching 
USD 10 billion. 

Quite a lot of attention was devoted to 
the issues of energy and, bearing in mind 
the launch of the BRICS energy research 
platform, experts expressed the intention to 
contribute to this initiative.

All the BRICS members agree that it is 
by no means a military alliance and have 
no intention to become such a grouping; 

nevertheless, being a global actor, the Big 
Five cannot avoid tackling problems of 
peace and security. This was demonstrated 
in the approval by the official track of the 
previously mentioned counter-terrorism 
strategy and the concerns expressed over 
a range of regional crises. The Academic 
Forum could not avoid this topic either 
and reviewed a variety of possibilities 
where BRICS could enhance cooperation 
in contributing towards the global 
public good, one of such issues being 
peacekeeping.

We live in the time of the 4th Industrial 
Revolution and knowledge economy which 
put human beings at the centre of economic 
output. This highlights the absolutely urgent 
need to review and modernise current 
educational systems, but also highlights the 
problem of access of all people to quality 
and continuing education. At the same 

time acknowledgement of the centrality 
of a human does not automatically lead to 
attending to the needs of people, especially 
their social well-being, which was quite 
well demonstrated by the pandemic and 
the way it exposed existing weaknesses in 
the area of healthcare. 

Thus, the Academic Forum devoted 
separate sessions to global health 
challenges and ways for BRICS to 
overcome those, as well as education and 
skills for the digital economy. 

Among the initiatives conceived 
among health experts was the idea of 
contact-tracers for COVID-19 and 
other infectious diseases with pandemic 
potential, with the view of offering best 
courses and practices from each of the 
five countries to volunteering medical 
students and providing for smart training 
and stimuli. The session on education 
reviewed the progress of establishing 
the BRICS Network University, 
commended the initiative of the 
BRICS-FEFU International University, 
and considered possible cooperative 
programmes for BRICS educational 
institutions to enhance human potential 
of the five countries to become absolute 
frontrunners.

The era of advanced technological 
development also necessitates that the 
BRICS stay ahead in science, technology 
and information projects, especially in areas 
such as artificial intelligence and its use for 
the common good. The USA and China 
remain the leaders in this area so far, while 
each of the BRICS, not just China, has 
projects and ideas that can jointly enhance 
the potential of each of the Big Five; this 
session allowed for an inventory of some of 
those projects.

And last but by far not the least, 
with each session bringing about its 
own thoughts and projects for leaders’ 
consideration, the BRICS expert 
community also elaborated and agreed 
upon the set of indicators covering all 
areas of BRICS activities. Further, the 
community offered  the possibility to 
conduct objective quality evaluation of the 
group activities, monitor everyday progress 
and come up with informed analysis 
elaborating the most efficient directions 
for future collaboration within BRICS and 
between BRICS and the world. 

 The world today remains in urgent 
need of a new governance paradigm 
and the BRICS as an entity serves as 
a perfect platform to discover and test 
those new ideas.  
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India took over the Chair of BRICS on  
1 January 2021. This is the second 
time that India will play host to this 
increasingly influential group. The 
previous occasions were in 2012 and 2015. 
However, as far as the BRICS Academic 
Forum is concerned, it will be the third 
time, since the Observer Research 
Foundation (ORF) hosted the first edition 
in 2009 even though the Summit was in 
Yekaterinburg in Russia.

BRICS as a grouping has come a long 
way over the past decade. Neither the G7 
nor the G20 has taken so many practical 
steps to improve the lives of citizens  as 
BRICS has done. The New Development 
Bank (NDB), created by BRICS against 
all odds and in record time, has proved to 
be a great success. Its performance during 
the COVID-19 pandemic has been 
praiseworthy for the issue of COVID-19 
Response Bonds for over USD 3 billion 
and the USD 5 billion loans to the member 
countries for tackling the pandemic. 

2021 is a very special year for BRICS. 
There are not one but three anniversaries 
depending on how one looks at it. If one 
counts from the time Jim O’Neill coined 
the term BRIC in 2001, it is BRICS@20. 
If one starts from the first formal meeting 
of the Foreign Ministers of BRIC on 
the sidelines of UNGA in New York in 
2006, it would be BRICS@15. In 2011, 
South Africa joined the group and from 
that date, it is BRICS@10. On the whole, 
it is a very significant landmark from 
which the group can surge ahead with 
confidence.

This Summit and the associated 
academic activities are taking place in the 

context of an unprecedented pandemic. 
Russia, the previous Chair, had to face 
the same difficulties. All initiatives will 
have to factor in the after effects of the 
pandemic both in terms of health and the 
economic slowdown.

The theme set by India for BRICS 
2021 is “cooperation for continuity, 
consolidation and consensus”. These 
elements have been vital for the growth 
of BRICS in the past years. The time has 
come to take stock of the achievements 
and ponder over the areas of slow progress 
and ways to accelerate them.

The overall priorities for India will 
continue to be those of BRICS countries 
in the past few years, namely Political and 
Security issues, Economic and Financial 
matters and People to People interactions. 
Within these broad heads, India hopes to 
focus on some specific themes.

All the academic activities will be 
coordinated by the ORF. The Research 
and Information Systems for Developing 
Countries (RIS) will be a partner and co-
host for the events. The importance of the 
academic activities cannot be overstated. 

The history of BRICS Summits proves 
that many of the ideas flowing out of the 
academic initiatives, particularly during 
the BRICS Academic Forum (BAF) and 
the BRICS Think Tank Council (BTTC) 
meetings, have been taken up by the 
Leaders at the Summit level. The most 
significant example of this is the idea of 
NDB, which came up during the BAF 
in New Delhi in 2012. It was taken up 
enthusiastically at the New Delhi Summit 
and the rest, as they say, is history. 

The first theme would be “Reformed 
Multilateralism.” It is clear that the old 
multilateral system has proved to be 

Cooperation 
for continuity, 
consolidation and 
consensus

I

HHS VISWANATHAN
ineffective and is out of date, with no 
connection to the changed geo-political 
and geo-economic realities of the present 
day. There is a lament that multilateralism 
itself is losing relevance. India feels that, in 
a hurry to revive multilateralism, we should 
not bring back the old model. It is a golden 
opportunity to introduce multilateralism 
2.0, which will be truly democratic, 
representative and inclusive. BRICS is 
ideally placed to take a lead in this. 

The second theme would be 
International Security, where counter-
terrorism will be a crucial issue of interest 
to all five countries. India would like to see 
the counter-terrorism strategy finalised at 
the last Summit in Moscow being followed 
up, eventually leading to the adoption of a 
Comprehensive International Convention 
on Terrorism by the United Nations 
General Assembly (UNGA). There is 
a need for cross-border frameworks to 
address the illegal flow of capital, money 
laundering and violent extremism.

The third focus will be on 
Digitalization to explore how BRICS 
can design a global framework for 

digital public goods, digital governance 
and digitalization for the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs).

The fourth main theme will be 
Climate Change. Here, the stress will 
be on Climate Finance, Capacity and 
Innovation to meet the 2030 SDGs.

In addition to the four focus areas 
above, other subjects to be discussed 
include Global Health, Future of Jobs 
and Work and the Move Towards a 
Women-led Framework, Cooperation in 
Technology and Innovation and a BRICS 
Economic Forum. There are also plans for 
a Civil BRICS Forum.

 The time has come to take stock 
of the achievements and ponder over 
the areas of slow progress and ways to 
accelerate them.  
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On all these topics, webinars are to be 
held in the coming months with a wide 
participation of scholars/experts from the 
five countries. As in the past, we would 
depend on the support and cooperation of 
the other BTTC members in identifying 
these scholars/experts in their respective 
countries. A consolidated Report of the 
Chair coming out of these webinars and 
highlighting the views of all scholars/
experts will be presented to the BRICS 
Sherpas well before the Summit for their 
study and consideration.

On the four main focus areas 
(Reformed Multilateralism, International 
Security, Digitalization and Climate 
Change), an additional deliverable is 
being envisaged. It will be a Compendium 
of Papers written by experts from the five 
countries; one each from the five countries 
for each of the four themes.

The launch of the academic activities 
will be in April 2021 on the sidelines 
of the RAISINA Dialogue, which is 
an annual flagship event of ORF with 
conversations on the geo-political and 
geo-economic issues of the world by 

In 2021, the 13th BRICS Summit is under 
India’s Chairship, and this is the third time 
India will host the BRICS Summit, having 
successfully hosted in 2012 and 2016. 
India’s theme for the year is “BRICS @15: 
Intra-BRICS cooperation for continuity, 
consolidation and consensus”. 

The Republic of India’s Government 
has stated its intention to focus on specific 
objectives across the three pillars of intra-
BRICS cooperation during its Chairship 
of BRICS for 2021. These three pillars 
are, political and security, economic and 
financial, and cultural and people to people. 

Under the political and security pillar, 
India’s priorities will be the reform of the 
multilateral system (such as the United 
Nations Security Council, the World 
Trade Organisation) and counter-terrorism 
cooperation. 

Under the economic and financial pillar, 
India is expected to have a special focus 
on implementing the BRICS Strategy 
for Economic Partnership 2020-2025; 
operationalising the BRICS Agriculture 
Research Platform; and promoting 
cooperation in the following areas: disaster 
resilience, innovation, digital health and 
traditional medicine. 

Under the pillar on cultural and people 
to people, it is expected that India will, 
to the extent possible, seek to continue 

global leaders, experts, scholars and 
practitioners. The launch will bring 
together all the BTTC members, 
providing an excellent opportunity 
to exchange ideas on the academic 
initiatives. 

Due to COVID-19, RAISINA 
Dialogue 2021 is being planned as a 
hybrid event with both physical and 
virtual participation, shifting seamlessly 
from one to the other. 

Other webinars will take place in 
the following months, culminating in 
the BAF and BTTC meetings in early 
August. Keeping with past practice, BAF 
will come out with a Forum Report and 
BTTC will finalise its Recommendations 
to the Leaders. These, along with other 
deliverables such as the Chair’s Report 
on the outcomes of the various webinars 
and the Compendium of Papers by the 
scholars of the five countries, shall be 
formally presented to the Sherpas.

ORF looks forward to working 
closely with all the BTTC members and 
other partners to make BRICS 2021 
productive and successful. 
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enhancing cooperation in the following 
spheres: cultural, academic, youth, science, 
sports, business and legislative, through 
regular exchanges. 

Given the pandemic and relative 
uncertainty regarding overall travel 
restrictions, vaccine availability and overall 
global vaccine roll-out efficacy, it remains 
to be seen as to how many of the planned 
events will be held physically, online or 
through a hybrid format.

BRICS Academic Forum, 2021
Among the many events and meetings on 
India’s agenda for its BRICS Presidency, 
the BRICS Think Tank Council meeting 
and the BRICS Academic Forum are 
of immense importance. This is not only 
for the intellectual contributions made 
towards policymaking (thus serving as a 
bridge between academia and government) 
but also for the recommendations that 
the members of the BRICS Think Tank 
Council make to the BRICS heads of 
state, which form the basis of the Leaders’ 
Declaration that concludes each of the 
BRICS Leaders Summits. 

These summits are the pinnacle of a 
country’s BRICS Presidency; thus, the 
inputs gleaned from the Academic Forum 
are critical. The Academic Forum convenes 
academics and researchers from across 
the five member countries. Its primary 
goal is to nurture and develop networks 
among academic and scientific research 
communities, and research institutes and 
higher education institutions of the BRICS 
countries, and through this, strengthen 
the dialogue between their academic 
communities and their governments.

As part of the Academic Forum, the 
BRICS Think Tank Council (BTTC), 
established in 2013, shares information, 
research and policy analysis across 
sectors that are important to the BRICS 
countries. These include (but are not 
limited to) economic growth, investment 
cooperation, digitalisation, sustainable 
development, energy, infrastructure, food 
and environmental safety, education and 
healthcare. 

The BTTC meets before the Academic 
Forum and on the sidelines of this 
event. This year, the Observer Research 
Foundation, India’s representative on the 
BTTC, will co-host and convene the 

Academic Forum. Indeed, the theme 
of consolidation was expressed in a 
presentation made by Ambassador HHS 
Viswanathan during a recent BRICS 
Dialogue on India’s BRICS Presidency, 
hosted by the South African BRICS Think 
Tank, held on 28 January 2021. In his 
presentation, Ambassador Viswanathan 
noted that the focus would be streamlined 
as part of a “consolidation” of the various 
thematic issues that the BRICS countries 
have focused on in past Academic Forums 
in preparation for the BRICS Academic 
Forum. 

In 2021, the 15th year since the 
formation of the BRICS and (the 10th 
anniversary of South Africa’s accession 
to the BRICS), a review, consolidation 
and reflection of the achievements and 
contributions made by BRICS countries 
towards the global agenda, as well as 
challenges experienced, is in order. During 

the recent SABTT BRICS Dialogue, 
trends and challenges noted by Ambassador 
Viswanathan that could be potential 
opportunities for BRICS include:
• Weakened multilateralism – whether 

BRICS could take up global leadership?
• Globalisation and inequality – whether 

BRICS could revive globalisation 
based on ethics, primarily through the 
Sustainable Development Goals?

• The growth of hyper-nationalism and 
shrinking of the international community 
– can BRICS reverse this trend?

• The tendency to weaponise trade and 
technology – what can BRICS do to 
fight this?

• The current COVID-19 pandemic has 
exacerbated the erosion of credibility for 
global value chains – can BRICS resolve 
this?

BRICS may be geographically disparate, 
but the bloc represents five major emerging 
economies (each considered a hub in their 
respective regions), comprising 41% of 
the world’s population, with 24% of world 
Gross Domestic Product and a 16% share in 
global trade. For India, the 2021 theme, as 
stated on the BRICS India website “reflects 
our approach to strengthen the founding 
principles of BRICS-based cooperation 
based on continuity, consolidation and 
consensus”. While consensus between 
countries is not always a guarantee, 
continuity and consolidation of focal policy 
points are necessary for more profound, 
sustained cooperation. 

13th BRICS Summit website 
https://brics2021.gov.in/13th-summit.html

 These Summits 
are the pinnacle of 
a country’s BRICS 
Presidency; thus, 
the inputs gleaned 
from the Academic 
Forum are critical.  



involvement and enhanced influence on 
the part of civil society of our countries 
on the otherwise quite closed process 
of governmental meetings of the G8 
countries.

There were meetings with business 
that interested official representatives, 
but also a parallel anti-globalist process 
trying to counter the official process. We 
thought that it is vital to make sure our 
governments are here us, but we realised 
we had to act constructively and joined 
efforts to launch the full-blown civil 
process at the G8. In fact, that year was 
the first time that we garnered attention 
of all the nine Sherpas (including that 
of the European Union) and had our 
ideas promoted among the governmental 
representatives, urging them to be bolder 
and have a real connect with their proper 
civil societies.

The year 2015 came, the second time 
for Russia to host a BRICS-initiated 
alliance; the G8 was no longer existent at 
that time, but we were sure that changing 
the composition of states is not altering 
the essence of what we were trying to do. 
And it goes without saying that in today’s 
world it should be a two-way movement 
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– not just people and society working for 
their country to be strong and efficient, 
but the country – its officials – should 
be ensuring the State does understand 
the vital needs and wishes of its people. 
And the importance of this idea doesn’t 
change from one type of political regime 
to the other, doesn’t have a different 
meaning in the Western or Eastern 
hemisphere, doesn’t depend on the level 
of economic development of the given 
country and group of countries. Thus, once 
again, partly with the same enthusiastic 
civil society representatives, partly the 
newcomers, we came up with the idea to 
enrich the second track of diplomacy and 
ensure a broader engagement of BRICS 
local communities in shaping the global 
agenda. (It should be noted that two 
years earlier, a similar process was also 
initiated at the Russian Chairmanship 
in the G20.) Our goal was to create an 
environment for a constructive dialogue 
between governments and their citizens, 
promoting mutual understanding and 
acknowledgement of people’s concerns, 
as well as encouraging strong problem-
solving relations and generation of 
innovative ideas.

I
In 2015 you headed the 
NGO Working Group on 
BRICS; what would you 

say were the main non-government 
directions and to what extent have 
these been implemented over these 
past five years?

Panova: Back in 2006, when there was 
still the G8 and Russia was chairing the 
Group that year, we, a group of dedicated 
representatives of civil society and 
academia led by prominent activist Ella 
Pamfilova, who was back then chairing 
the council on development of human 
rights and civil society organisations in 
Russia, together with our colleagues in 
the other G8 countries, came up with 
the idea of the need for much deeper 
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Within the Russian Chairmanship in 
2015, we kick-started the BRICS civil 
process by holding the first Civil Forum. 
We were looking at previous experience 
of the kind, but also tried to innovate with 
extra formats of involvement to ensure our 
voices are heard to their maximum. This 
year with the pandemic we experimented 
even further. In fact, momentum wasn’t 
lost even with the travel restrictions and 
globally introduced lockdowns. We’ve 
held an unprecedented number of online 
round tables across all the eight working 
groups in order to work out comprehensive 
and inclusive sets of recommendations 
featuring wishes and needs of the global, 
not just BRICS, civil society community.

This format received attention from 
the BRICS governments and it speaks 
volumes. As the BRICS governments’ 
officials traditionally attend some of our 
events, the credibility of our interaction 
platforms is widely recognised. I think 
that our important result is the creation 
of conditions for public sector and 
civil society representatives to discuss 
sensitive issues where they can go beyond 
official talking points and explore new 
ideas. These consultations provide 
policymakers with a better understanding 
of motivations and interests of the other 
actors and a clearer sense of how their 
policy initiatives are perceived by the 
citizens of BRICS countries.

Capabilities to offer policy advice and 
produce positive effects provided food for 
thought regarding institutionalisation of 
the BRICS civil process. It would allow our 
societies to have more profound people-
to-people connections, a wider range of 
joint activities, including cultural exchange. 
Emerging of intra-BRICS association 
of NGOs may also upgrade our current 
consultation platforms and mechanisms. It 
seems that we are on the way to it.

How would you argue that some 
of the initiatives have largely 
remained unrealised primarily 
due to diverse challenges and the 
geographical locations of BRICS 
members?

Panova: Challenges related to the 
geographical remoteness of the BRICS 
countries have been consistently 

associated with peculiarities of people-to-
people cooperation. Long distances and 
high costs of travel within our countries, 
certain underdevelopment of services 
sectors and tourist infrastructure, as well 
as burdensome visa procedures, remain 
the foremost barriers for BRICS. We also 
have to remember that BRICS represents 
40% of the world population and about 
30% of the world’s land surface; that is 
why it takes time to raise awareness on 
BRICS and engage our societies into 
activities of the grouping. Our countries 
thereby seek to expand the geography of 
BRICS official events and promote each 
other’s cultures.

Outcome documents elaborated within 
the BRICS track 2 diplomacy have 
traditionally comprised recommendations 
and suggestions in these fields. Among 
them – to simplify visa procedures, to 
launch initiatives on cultural tourism, 
to harmonise standards of educational 
systems, to establish scholarship schemes 
promoting cultural and educational 
exchange. We may witness that these 
recommendations are gradually addressed, 
but tangible results could be expected in a 
long-term perspective only. 

Could you please discuss why 
empowering women, in particular, 
has become important as one 
of the latest NGO directions for 
BRICS? How has this stimulated 
interest among members of 
BRICS? 

Panova: A primary reason for the 
growing relevance of the women 
empowerment agenda for BRICS is that 
in this context our countries encounter 
a variety of common challenges. 
Performance of BRICS countries in the 
international rankings, such as WEF 
Global Gender Gap Index and the 
OECD SDG Gender Index, displays 
that we tend to be ranked lower than 
most developed and some developing 
countries. Despite the fact that our 
five countries demonstrate relatively 
high performance in the fields of 
education and health, we have major 
gaps in women’s economic and political 
participation.

Among these challenges, we may 

see the lack of transparency in gender 
budgeting, low participation of women in 
decision-making and political processes 
and gaps in implementation of women’s 
labour rights, including the gender pay 
gap. In all BRICS countries, women 
have to overcome barriers such as lack of 
professional training to obtain necessary 
digital skills, prevalence of informal 
employment and unpaid care work, lack 
of financing for women-owned businesses, 
and many others. In addition, stereotypes 
about the role of women in the society 
aggravate this situation.

I should say that this issue gained 
momentum in 2015, when BRICS 
countries made their commitments to 
adhere to the Sustainable Development 
Goals, including SDG 5 on achieving 
gender equality and empowering all 
women and girls. It also encouraged 
women and men worldwide to take more 
active roles in gender mainstreaming. 
It evolved as a trend, and upstream 
initiatives began to emerge. Topics on 
gender equality appear more often at 
BRICS events organised by our civil 
society organisations. 

Our civil society organisations 
persistently draw the attention of the 
BRICS Leaders to the gender agenda. 
Our governments have repeatedly 
recognised empowerment of women as 
a driving force for economic growth and 
agreed on a set of key policy principles 
to improve the status of women. This 
year, the BRICS Women’s Business 
Alliance was established to foster female 
entrepreneurship and participation of 
women in international trade. There is still 
room for action. Recently the world has 
seen implications of these gender disparity 
trends catalysed by the COVID-19 
pandemic. I can say that balance upset 
caused by the pandemic revealed those 
pre-existing problems and pushed forward 
gender mainstreaming in all countries of 
the world, not only in BRICS.

I think that continuing efforts of our 
civil society in this regard will contribute 
to the further formation of BRICS 
as a prominent example of an alliance 
uniting socially responsible economies, 
attaching great importance to ensuring 
the inclusiveness of its communities and 
to meeting the needs of citizens.Ar
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Q&A

Despite all you have said above, in 
what ways would you argue that 
the group is unique for developing 
civil society? 

Panova: Indeed, BRICS is the grouping 
of countries from different parts of the 
world, countries with distinctive histories 
and cultures, but similar values. At the 
same time, BRICS brings together great 
minds of humanity with outstanding 
creative potential. BRICS is paying higher 
attention to its human capital and it is but 
natural to opt for the taking advantage 
exactly of this potential.

There is one thing that may “kill” the 
most innovative idea – lack of political 
will. In this context, BRICS represents 
an open platform established by our 
governments as a priority. This is also 
an important precondition for laying 
a solid groundwork for the advanced 
development of our societies.

So, are the negative perceptions 
really changing about BRICS? What 
keeps you personally motivated 
working for this Civil BRICS?

Panova: For over a decade the 
public image of the grouping has 
been transforming from “BRICS as a 
marketable product” to “BRICS as a 
strategic partnership”. For some time, 
BRICS was perceived as not a very 
successful interpretation of Jim O’Neill’s 
ideas; for another period BRICS has 
been viewed as “a power to confront the 
Western dominance”. Luckily, the reality 

has nothing to do with both judgments.
BRICS’ perception of itself is close to 

the ideas of Yevgeny Primakov, Russian 
former Prime Minister. He drafted 
the concept of the need for maximum 
multi-vector engagement, championed 
the idea of another alternative to the 
multipolar democratic world and as one 
of the prerequisites of such – the Russia-
India-China strategic triangle which was 
considered to be a progenitor of the future 
BRIC, and later – BRICS. Still, BRICS as 
a newly established club mechanism had 
to earn its place in the system of global 
governance.  

I should say I see much less scepticism 
about BRICS lately. Probably it is 
changing due to certain global outcomes 
of the BRICS economic cooperation 
while it is only one of three pillars of our 
partnership (the other two are “politics 
and security” and “humanitarian and 
cultural cooperation”). Let me give you 

some examples: in 2020, the total GDP 
of the BRICS countries amounted to 
25% of the global GDP and in 2015-
2019 our GDP was growing faster than 
the global GDP. In 2020, the share of 
BRICS in international trade reached 
20% while over the past five years, 
mutual exports have also grown by 
45%. BRICS countries were capable of 
establishing the New Development Bank 
and launch effective solutions globally. I 
must emphasise that it became the first 
case in history when the so-called “club 
mechanism” managed to create a full-
fledged financial institution and created 

it in less than five years.
What keeps me personally motivated 

is the keen interest of our countries’ 
citizens to shape and take part in 
the BRICS agenda. This interest is 
growing beyond BRICS – today we 
witness ever-increasing engagement 
of representatives from non-BRICS 
societies that is also a positive trend. 
BRICS is responding to the needs of 
people, and there is a strong message 
from our governments that BRICS 
should be a people-centred institution. 
I think these are the most essential 
conditions for creativity and innovation.

In terms of strategic outlook, is 
it appropriate to conclude the 
discussion here that BRICS is 
purposefully looking for a unified 
Soft Power as part of efforts in 
dealing with dominance by Western 
and European countries?

Panova: As I briefly mentioned in my 
previous answer – BRICS was never 
intended to be the power dealing with 
dominance of any states or groups of 
states. BRICS has grown to be a self-
sufficient mechanism, and it means that 
our governments need to respond to 
the needs of their citizens. These needs 
formulate the grand strategy of the 
grouping, and it coincides with interests 
of most countries in the world. Expanding 
outreach to its networks, BRICS serves as 
a proponent of the renewed world order 
that implies several decision-making 
centres. 
I think this circumstance could raise 
the idea that BRICS endeavours to 
undermine the world order.

On the contrary, our countries aim to 
play a stabilising role in global affairs by 
promoting respect for the principles of 
national sovereignty, non-intervention 
in internal affairs, mutual respect and 
consideration of each other’s interests, 
as well as respect for international law. 
As BRICS stands for a multipolar, 
democratic, just and fair world order, it 
undertakes efforts to make the voices of 
the developing world heard. And aren’t 
those the core features of a peaceful and 
harmonic world? 
Source: Modern diplomacy
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 BRICS has never intended to be the 
power dealing with dominance of any states 
or groups of states. BRICS has grown to be 
a self-sufficient mechanism, and it means 
that our governments need to respond to 
the needs of their citizens.  
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(ITG IN ECONOMICS) SUMMER/
WINTER SCHOOL “BRICS AND 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT”, 
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The main goal of the School is to 
attract young researchers in the field 
of sustainable development rom 
BRICS countries to participate in joint 
projects on this topic. Moreover, the 
participants will be able to listen to the 
lectures on sustainable development 
by brilliant professors from BRICS 
countries. Despite the online format, 
the programme includes cultural 
activities and team building which 
will help you organise into groups for 
working on the project.  
To apply visit https://we.hse.ru/en/brics/

school2021
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While this is beneficial for 
communicating information to deal with 
COVID-19, it is also true that the same 
platforms are easily hijacked for fake 
news and misinformation purposes.

Fake news and vaccines 
This fake news and misinformation 
spectre is at the heart of the urgent 
need for this conference to dispel the 
prevailing myths about vaccines. What 
complicates the fight against COVID-19 
is that, while people are facing the real 

This pandemic may in all probability 
foster another wave – a third wave, 
which, if not handled carefully, could 
have disastrous effect, especially if this 
is driven by new and as yet unknown 
mutations.

This virtual conference underscored 
the seriousness and urgency with 
which the South African government is 
responding to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which has already taken more than two 

million lives in the world and about  
50 000+ in South Africa.

We will be talking about the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution (4IR), in the 
context in which citizens of the world 
receive information with lightning speed 
via new media platforms.

NOTE

 There is a sense in which vaccines
are being painted, almost ludicrously, as yet 
another “pandemic” that should be avoided 
at all costs. 
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In the second half of 2019, the world 
received the news that a virus of the 
corona family was causing thousands of 
deaths, and that its origin was unknown 
and that new patterns of behaviour must 
be encouraged in order to deal with the 
global pandemic.

Its official name was “severe acute 
respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 
(SARS-CoV-2),” but popularly known as 
“coronavirus” or “COVID-19.”

After this news, a race started in the 
scientific world, notably in the field 
of health sciences, in order to develop 
effective treatments and vaccines to 
fight it.

The new patterns of behaviour, imposed 
by governments, consisted of social 
isolation, and in some cases, lockdowns.

This global pandemic caused by the 
coronavirus has disrupted the lives 
of most people on the planet. The 
magnitude of such disruption can only 
be compared to that caused by World 
War II, but certainly surpasses it in 
scope, reach and global intensity.

Experts suggest that in order to better 
evaluate this situation, it should be 
divided into two waves. The first wave 
being associated with health issues and 
the second one with economic issues.

Minister of Higher Education, Science and 
Innovation Dr Blade Nzimande. 

Address by the Minister of Higher 
Education, Science and Innovation, 
Dr Nzimande 

I
EVENT: VIRTUAL CONFERENCE 
ON DISPELLING MYTHS ABOUT 
VACCINES AND VARIANTS ON 
24 FEBRUARY 2021



 What 
complicates the fight 
against COVID-19 
is that, while people 
are facing the real 
threat of losing their 
lives, fake news and 
misinformation are 
causing them to 
be paranoid and to 
doubt the usefulness 
of vaccines and 
other public health 
interventions. 

cowpox material to create immunity 
against smallpox. That was more than 
200 years ago. There have been a number 
of vaccines since then.

Louis Pasteur’s 1885 rabies vaccine 
was next to make an impact in 
combating human disease. This point is 
made to remind the public that vaccines 
and vaccination did not arise with the 
outbreak of COVID-19. Furthermore, 
there is reason to believe that there 
will be other pandemics that will need 
appropriate vaccines in the future.

South Africa, through the 
Department of Education, Science 
and Innovation (DSI), has invested in 
infrastructure to enable world-class 
research in genomics, epidemiology, 
vaccine manufacturing and other 
relevant fields. The DSI has also invested 
in human resources development 
initiatives to ensure a pipeline of 
knowledge workers to advance the 
country’s scientific endeavours.

We remain grateful for these 
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threat of losing their lives, fake news 
and misinformation are causing them to 
be paranoid and to doubt the usefulness 
of vaccines and other public health 
interventions.

There is a sense in which vaccines 
are being painted, almost ludicrously, 
as yet another “pandemic” that should 
be avoided at all costs. Yet vaccines 
have been providing immunity against 
infectious diseases for over 200 years, 
in the process saving millions of lives 
across the globe.

Science, technology and innovation 
are central to the development of 
vaccines. There is nothing to worry 
about, because the science driving the 
development process involves peer-
reviewed research and multiple and 
independent levels of trials of candidate 
vaccines. This is to ensure that vaccines 
administered to the public are safe and 
efficacious.

Edward Jenner’s innovations are 
well documented. He started by using 

investments, and to the talent that exists 
in this country, that our knowledge 
workers and facilities have been able 
to contribute to the global body of 
knowledge on COVID-19 – including 
the detection of new variants of the 
novel coronavirus.

The DSI is funding the completion  
of the sequencing of 10 000 SARS-
CoV-2 genomes in South Africa and 
Africa. To date, the Department has 
spent R69,4 million on funding for 
COVID-19 research and innovation, 
covering 21 projects.

As we are gathered today, there are 
two studies that are being supported in 
the area of vaccines.

The first is on the plant-based 
manufacturing of antibodies for 
COVID-19. This study aims to facilitate 
the rapid development of SARS-CoV-2 
vaccines, therapeutic antibodies and 
diagnostic reagents by utilising various 
plant-based expression platforms for 
advancing the production of vaccine 



candidates and reagents against SARS-
CoV-2.

The good news is that the Council 
for Scientific and Industrial Research 
(CSIR) has entered into an agreement 
with Kentucky Biological Products 
(KBP) for the potential manufacturing 
of the antigen of their vaccine. The KBP 
vaccine is manufactured using specific 
tobacco plants.

The CSIR has the ability to expand 
their facility for plant-based expression 
systems to manufacture the antigen 
needed for the vaccine. KBP has 
also expressed interest in testing the 

NOTE

of adults living with HIV. This is part of 
an international study aimed not only at 
finding an effective COVID-19 vaccine, 
but also at understanding if the vaccine 
will be effective in local settings.

The ChAdOx1 nCOV-19 vaccine 
was developed at the Jenner Institute 
in Oxford in collaboration with 
AstraZeneca. It is currently being 
trialled in a number of countries 
including South Africa, Brazil, the 
USA, UK, Australia and Europe. The 
preliminary results indicate that the 
vaccine reduces virus transmission based 
on observed reduction in asymptomatic 
infections. They indicate that the 
vaccine is at least 62% effective when 
given in two full-strength doses, which 
is considerably lower than the 94% 
percent efficacy achieved by the vaccine 
candidates of Pfizer and Moderna.

It is of course noteworthy to mention 
that the Oxford vaccine is touted 
as the most suitable for developing 
countries due to its cost and relative 
ease of storage, which makes it easier 
to distribute. The vaccine is being 
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vaccine in South Africa. The total DSI 
investment in this study is in the region 
of R2,4 million.

The second study, led by Wits 
University, relates to the ChAdOx1 
nCOV-19 (commonly known as the 
Oxford-AstraZeneca) vaccine trial. The 
DSI is funding the study in partnership 
with the South African Medical 
Research Council.

The study is aimed at assessing the 
safety, immunogenicity and efficacy of 
the vaccine candidate in South African 
adults living without HIV, and its safety 
and immunogenicity in a small cohort 

Dr Onicca Mpe, a hospital doctor, receives a 
COVID-19 vaccine at Steve Biko Hospital on  
17 February 2021 in Johannesburg, South Africa. 
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 We acknowledge, however, that there 
are still challenges in the efforts to enhance 
research and development of traditional 
medicines for COVID-19 in the continent. 



(IK), the DSI is working with the South 
African Health Products Regulatory 
Authority (SAHPRA) to develop 
frameworks for African medicine 
regulation, clinical trials and registration 
for commercialisation.

My Department’s funded research 
in this area includes agronomy and 
phytochemical studies on selected 
medicinal herbs to determine chemical 
entities capable of combating SARS 
viruses and other respiratory infections. 
Among others, we are funding ongoing 
research on anti-coronavirus activities, 
immune modulations, synergy studies 
and mechanisms of action to determine 
pathways against cytokine storms. We 
are also planning a comparative clinical 
trials study which will soon be submitted 
to SAHPRA for approval.

The DSI’s collaboration with our 
institutions of higher learning is a 
highly productive one. In this regard, 
the Department has supported the 
establishment of:
•	 an IK-Based Health Research Unit at 

the University of the Free State;
•	 an African Medicines Laboratory at 

the University of KwaZulu-Natal;
•	 an IK-Based Bioprospecting Facility 

at the University of Pretoria; and
•	 an IK-Based Product Development 

Infrastructure at the CSIR, 
Agricultural Research Council, 
Innovation Hub and South African 
Bureau of Standards.
The DSI has also established an 

IK-Based Technology Unit at the 
Technology Innovation Agency, 
and a National Indigenous Products 

considered for approval by the European 
Medicines Agency, while approval has 
already been granted by regulatory 
authorities in the UK, India, Mexico, 
Bangladesh and Argentina. The total 
investment in the study is R4,5 million.

We are now working towards 
collaboration with China, Russia and 
Cuba in the areas of vaccines and 
vaccine development.

As an African country, we recognise 
the fact that African people have from 
time immemorial gathered tremendous 
experience in how to deal with human 
diseases. It is for this reason that the 
importance of African traditional 
medicine has been recognised at 
the highest level in the fight against 
COVID-19. The World Health 
Organization (WHO) has established 
a committee to provide independent 
scientific advice and support to countries 
on the safety, efficacy and quality of 
traditional medicine therapies.

It should also be noted that 
much of modern medicine is based 
on the extraction and synthesis of 
compounds found in nature, which is 
the fundamental basis of traditional 
medicines. We acknowledge, however, 
that there are still challenges in 
the efforts to enhance research and 
development of traditional medicines for 
COVID-19 in the continent.

South Africa is in a position to share 
its experience and knowledge, as it was 
selected as the Chair of the WHO-
AFRO Regional Expert Committee, 
African Union and Africa Centres for 
Disease Control and Prevention. 

Indigenous Knowledge Systems 
South Africa has invested considerably 
in African traditional medicines through 
its Indigenous Knowledge Systems 
Programme. In providing leadership 
in these areas, the DSI has presided 
over the establishment of legislation in 
this regard. We have also established 
an Indigenous Knowledge-Based 
COVID-19 Research Team, which is 
a consortium of healer organisations, 
science councils, universities, incubators 
and government departments.

As evidence of the ground covered 
in the field of indigenous knowledge 
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Programme at the Industrial 
Development Corporation. We have 
collaborators in China, Canada, 
Switzerland, Germany and the USA.

The current environment is fraught 
with all manner of conspiracy theories 
that often result in poor decision-making 
at both individual and group level.

Among these are the 5G myths that 
have led to cellphone towers being 
destroyed in some parts of our country. 
The public must be informed that the 
COVID-19 virus is purely biological and 
has no roots in any Fourth Industrial 
Revolution technology like 5G. 

With these few words, I invite each 
one of you to engage in an open and 
critical discussion about the role of 
vaccination in resolving the COVID-19 
pandemic. I trust that you will, by the 
end of this conference, emerge with a 
greater understanding of the emergence 
of new variants of the novel coronavirus 
across the globe and their impact on the 
spread of the pandemic.

Locally and globally, lockdown 
restrictions have placed communities 
under immense stress. The negative 
impact on the economy has resulted in 
job losses and the worsening of poverty 
and inequality.

While the vulnerability and 
helplessness of the poor have become 
more pronounced, the wealthy classes 
have been able to cushion and insulate 
themselves against the worst effects of 
the pandemic. I will be following with 
interest the discussion of these and 
related issues in the session on the social 
impact of COVID-19.  

Death Toll 

South Africa +50 000

Global +2.5 million

R69,4 million spent on 
COVID-19 research and 

innovation, covering  
21 projects

Funding
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the BRICS can solidify itself into a 
single united unit on the basis of the 
convergence of its strategic interests to 
enable it to increase its actorness. We 
begin with a brief context and conceptual 
contour for the paper before elaborating 
on the questions raised. 

The globality of the BRICS
The BRICS as a platform represents 
a major component of global power 
distribution even before global reforms are 
achieved. Its residual power gives it a huge 
potential that must be translated into 
influence. BRICS economies have been 
among the fastest-growing economies 
in the world on average for a while and 
especially in the first five years of the 
emergence of the BRICS platform. As 
a result, they accounted for almost 60% 
of global economic growth by 2015. The 
BRICS’ share of growth in global trade is 
significant, as is its growing share of the 
global investment flows. They account for 
about 40% of the global population, which 
is a major source of economic strength in 
a changing global economic environment. 

Two key BRICS member states are in 
the UN Security Council, invested with 
immense decision-making power on 
strategic matters of the world that peace 
and security often encompass in reality. 
These states have forced upon the world 
a three-pronged power system with the 
US leading Western powers in generally 
status quo-ist posture on global security 
governance, China and Russia pushing 
back against the unilateralism of the US 
and the West, and the rest of the nations 
of the world often united in their quest 
for change. The BRICS countries are 
also admitted into the G20, the premier 
platform for international economic 
cooperation. The G20 represents a 
changing configuration of global power 
as the G7 that has dominated economic 
governance globally since the end of the 
Cold War weakens, making room for a 

VIEWPOINT

Can the BRICS 
be a catalyst for 
transformation of 
global governance? 
A perspective
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more inclusive coordination between old 
centres of global power and emerging 
powers. What the BRICS does to 
transform this into influence is a subject 
for discussion. 

At the very inception, the BRICS 
announced its interest in taking a firm 
position in favour of global reforms when 
at the founding summit in Yekaterinburg 
in June 2009. It announced that BRICS 
collaboration was in support of the G20 
taking a central role in coordinating 
improvement in global governance 
(in place of the G7/G8, OECD and 
international finance institutions); called 
for serious reforms in the international 
finance institutions (principally, the World 
Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund); pushed for strong developmental 
outcomes in the Doha Development 
Round of negotiations under the auspices 
of the World Trade Organization; and 
called for stronger efforts to cushion the 
poor countries from the vagaries of global 
economic crises, including by improving 
development and financial assistance, 
debt relief, market access and technology 
transfer. It expressed the principle of 
common but differentiated principles 
when it argued that the developed 
world carried a more significant share of 
responsibility for dealing with these issues 
and the implementation of sustainable 
development commitments. The idea 
of common and shared prosperity was 
an expression of the idea of a better 
world than the one produced by the 
victors of the Second World War; it is 
the idea that found expression before 
in the idea of collective self-reliance, 
development, economic and industrial 
development, the right to development, 
the new international economic order, 
and alternatives to structural adjustments, 
among other ideas from the Global 
South since 1955. The BRICS idea of 
strengthening the institutions of global 
governance while reforming them helps to 

What is the ability of the Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa (BRICS) 
platform to act as a cohesive catalyst 
for transforming global governance in 
order to achieve a just, fair, equitable and 
developmental world order? This question 
arises both from BRICS’ commitment 
to global reform expressed in many 
declarations, the expectations of many 
in the Global South and other global 
peripheries, and the ripeness of the world 
now for the replacement of the Western 
world with a world for all. 

In its repeated commitment to a 
world of peace and stability with a 
well-functioning global system of 
multilateralism with a reformed United 
Nations at the centre and an environment 
marked by the respect for international 
law and democracy, the BRICS has linked 
this to the ultimate goal to bring about  
“a more representative, democratic, 
equitable, fair and just international 
political and economic order”. Repeatedly, 
BRICS summit and other meetings 
underline the need to strengthen the 
BRICS role in this or that area of global 
public policy or a global common. The 
adjective “cohesive” refers to whether 



end the binary between strengthening and 
reforming. 

A new global governance
In the 1970s, the South formally argued 
for a New International Economic 
Order with development as a right 
rather than privilege because the well-
being of ordinary people is at the heart 
of decisions on the transformation of 
global governance. They argued for a new 
world order underpinned by horizontal 
relationships between the Global North, 
whose development has depended on the 
underdevelopment of Africa, leading to 
what Samir Amin calls maldevelopment 
on the world scale. 

Out of this, some called for “delinking” 
from the global system of capitalism, and 
some suggested the socialist alternative. 
This idea of rebellion against global 
capitalism is still in vogue. Some scholars 
like Amitav Acharya have argued for a 
multiplex world; they envisaged the end 
of the anomaly of a so-called American 
or European or Western world. Acharya, 
like social movements, envisages a collapse 
of the whole liberal hegemonic order 
and its underpinnings, and the end of 
normative power that has haunted the 
world for centuries because its American 
dimension only begins in the 21st century 
as a build-up on previous ones. Ngugi Wa 

 BRICS cooperation at the UN needs 
to be intensified in order to enable BRICS 
to act in unison on a number of areas that 
BRICS countries agree on  
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system to control the negative impacts 
of the international economic system on 
developing countries, such as fluctuating 
commodity prices, trade imbalances, 
growing poverty and the shortage of 
capital. Subsequent South initiatives, 
including the Buenos Aires Plan of 
Action on technical cooperation in 1978 
and the South Commission established in 
1987, as well as platforms like the Non-
Aligned Movement and the Group of 77, 
shared this sense of optimism about the 
possibility of changing the trajectory of 
globalisation from within. 

The World Social Forum and the 
counter-globalisation platforms are a 
more radical representation of options 
for change. These energies for change 
created space for the India-Brazil-South 
Africa (IBSA), CIVETS, ALBA and the 
BRICS to emerge as platforms seeking 
change. The BRICS that emerged is not 
the one that Goldman Sachs envisaged 
in 2001. It is a platform in favour of 
global transformation, even though it 
is fair to argue that it is in fact more 
for reform than fundamental change 
in global governance. It can be shown 
that BRICS is a logical if imperfect 
outcome of the Global South’s search 
for alternatives and platforms for change 

on a global scale since Bandung. But it 
can also be shown that BRICS is also 
an outcome of voices outside states and 
political parties that have consistently 
imagined, argued and campaigned for 
a post-colonial, post-capitalist, post-
imperial world, what Afro-Latin activists 
call the worlds otherwise. Some of these 
voices participate in BRICS forums for 
academics, trade unionists, civil society 

Photograph from the Bandung Conference, a meeting of Asian and African states who 
were newly independent. Bandung, Indonesia. Dated 1955. 

Thiong’o  proposed a globalectic world in 
which every part of the world would be a 
centre relative to its context and the world 
would be organised on the dialectical 
relations among many centres rather than 
on the dominance of one centre as in the 
current model of the world. Samir Amin 
advocated the birth of a polycentric world. 
These are just a few of many expressions 

of this wish to transcend the world that 
emerged from global imperialism through 
colonialism and slavery. 

The Bandung Conference that brought 
together African and Asian states to 
discuss ways of enhancing cooperation 
among them was in response to a global 
order that perpetuated the colonial 
order of the core and peripheries. This 
conference put faith on the multilateral Ph
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and so forth, but others have established 
parallel civil society platforms on BRICS. 
Still more continue their struggles for 
transformation at a distance and quite a 
sizeable number of them are sceptical of 
the BRICS, fearing that it has become an 
extension of the very problem we hope it 
can resist. The point is that some of these 
voices and actors have hopes that BRICS 
will be able to achieve certain things that 
are expected to enable the achievement of 
their dreams for the worlds otherwise. 

The BRICS joins this variety of 
impulses for change marked by different 
tones and textures of ideas. This variety is 
part of the dilemma of being BRICS. It 
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is about how BRICS distinguishes itself 
from previous South platforms that have 
failed to represent in comprehensive ways 
the interests of those on the margins of 
forums and debates. This must be borne in 
mind as we discuss how BRICS appears 
to be responding to the imperative to 
search for alternatives to liberal/neoliberal 
globalisation. In this regard, it must be 
accepted that BRICS is a state-driven 
and dominated process, and it is already 
an established fact that these states 
pursue statist versions of global change 
and that these versions are not fully in 
sync with what is being demanded on the 
margins of BRICS society. It is obvious 

too that individually, in their national 
development, none of these states have 
pursued radical transformation or a bold 
departure from neoliberal globalisation, 
but have in some cases worked with 
capital to “manage” the expectations and 
demands of the people on the margins, 
especially the workers, the landless, the 
angry, the discontented. Sometimes, 
this has happened in ways that involve 
suppression of public mobilisation, using 
violence in response to often peaceful 
protests. 

BRICS’ catalytic capacity
The BRICS become effective when 
they acquire the ability to act as a 
catalyst for placing transformation 
of global governance at the centre of 
global discussions and activities; for 
growing alignment of agendas across the 
developing world; for strategic alliances 
among various South formations; for 
stimulating widespread debates and 
discussions about these reforms including 
among civil society formations; for policy 
initiatives that transcend the neoliberal, 
neocolonial consensus of the West; 
for pooling together various strands 
of initiatives challenging globalisation 
through the identification of points of 
convergence across the South; and so 
forth. 

BRICS credibility and legitimacy
The BRICS will achieve very little 
without attending to factors that limit the 
legitimacy and credibility of its efforts. 
Legitimacy must derive from at least two 
factors: its connection with the peoples 
of BRICS, including through serious 
engagement with structures of civil society 
within BRICS countries and between 
them, this civil constituency of BRICS 
that will enhance its voice in global 
dialogues and negotiations. The second 
is to reach out to the rest of the peoples 
especially in the South by positioning 
itself as advancing the interests of not 
only states in the developing world but 
also ordinary people. What BRICS has 
done in reaching out to non-BRICS 
can be replicated in reaching out to civil 
society and movements across the South. 
Credibility must derive, in my view, 
from the ability of the BRICS to follow 

VIEWPOINT

 The BRICS joins this variety of impulses 
for change marked by different tones and 
textures of ideas. This variety is part of the 
dilemma of being BRICS.  

South Africa’s President Cyril Ramaphosa left), India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi (second 
left), China’s President Xi Jinping (centre), Russia’s President Vladimir Putin (second right) and 
Brazil’s President Jair Bolsonaro (right) wave to journalists before posing for a group picture 
during the 11th BRICS Summit on 14 November 2019 in Brasilia, Brazil.
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through on its promises, ensuring that its 
bold actions such as funding alternative 
energy projects have a bearing on peoples 
on the ground. It is also about individual 
BRICS countries better managing 
domestic issues that help diminish their 
credibility as catalysts for a very difficult 
process of transformation. 

Intra-BRICS cooperation
BRICS’ agency is directly linked to 
how well it builds cooperation among 
BRICS countries, driven both by strategic 
convergence of perspectives and pragmatic 
calculations about areas of comparative 
advantages. These could be areas where 
BRICS countries can better source goods 
and services from each other, pursue 
technology transfer among one another, 
and create shared initiatives that are 
for mutual benefit. This means moving 
from identifying areas of cooperation 
to concretising the cooperation with 
programmes and activities governed 
by bilateral, trilateral, quadrilateral and 
quintilateral agreements. 

BRICS cooperation at the UN needs to 
be intensified in order to enable BRICS 
to act in unison on a number of areas that 
BRICS countries agree on. In this regard, 
it needs to start engaging with other 
formations even informally as BRICS 
to canvass ideas and ways of pursuing 
crucial reforms to global governance. No 
one will take the BRICS declarations 
seriously if these do not find expression in 
coordinated and harmonised engagements 
at the UN. Each chair of the BRICS has 
a duty to lead others in these coordinated 
actions at the UN, both in the UN 
Security Council and in the UN General 
Assembly, and its crucial committees. 

There are ample opportunities for 
the BRICS to turn BRICS Plus into 
a configuration of power much larger 
than the BRICS proper for purposes of 
canvassing global consensus on critical 
areas of broad agreement among them. 
The BRICS Plus brings together over 50 
countries already and the areas of shared 
aspirations and interests are already known. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has 
demonstrated the need for pursuing 
global reform in order to strengthen 
international cooperation in a manner 
that ensures that no one is left behind. It 

 The COVID-19 pandemic has 
demonstrated the need for pursuing global 
reform in order to strengthen international 
cooperation in a manner than ensures that 
no one is left behind.  
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and imperialist global system towards 
one that includes and works for all. It is 
precisely because there is no complete 
consensus even in the South about what 
must change and what must be specific 
outcomes, that the BRICS must position 
itself as a catalyst for growing convergence 
of strategic dimensions of reform 
agendas as the basis of a consensus on 
transformations needed. COVID-19 has 
revived interest in global reform towards 
a more inclusive, just and fairer system 
of global governance. The BRICS will 
require conditions such as own internal 
cohesion, catalytic ability and legitimacy 
and credibility to succeed in getting its 
ambitions translated into reality. 

has shown that when facing existential 
danger, the West recedes to protecting 
its privilege and abandons all its stated 
commitment to fairness, justice and 
inclusivity. The crisis has also shown 
the value of international cooperation, 
multilateral coordination and solidarity 
for the poorer parts of the world. The 
BRICS has taken the side of cooperation 
correctly; now it needs to work to defend, 
deepen and concretise cooperation to 
transform global governance

A credible, legitimate, effective and 
efficient BRICS has a better chance of 
succeeding in building the momentum 
for a global push for fundamental 
transformation from a colonially-inspired 

The BRICS Leaders and the heads of five other countries pose for photos prior to the BRICS 
Plus meeting in Xiamen, China on 5 September 2017.
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BRIEF

Planning for quality 
infrastructure and 
sustainability post-
COVID-19 in BRICS

other words, it is of great concern that 
all BRICS declarations are silent about 
QI development and its sustainability. 
Since QI must be holistically developed, 
and cannot be just implied, the central 
argument in this policy brief is that 
BRICS must first officially agree to 
cooperate on QI development, and 
thereafter ascertain the situations in 
BRICS regarding QI and systematically 
plan on how QI development and 
sustainability must evolve. Otherwise, 
if the BRICS countries do not 
explicitly agree on how planning for QI 
development must evolve in BRICS 
now, they will be overwhelmed by the 
upcoming urbanisation waves and their 
associated infrastructure needs.

Following this introduction, the second 
section of this policy brief articulates 
the broader definitions of key concepts 
regarding QI, infrastructural violence 

and strategic planning in BRICS. Third, 
the methodological considerations 
in which this policy brief is based are 
presented. The fourth section presents 
two future scenarios illustrating the 
possible consequences if BRICS does not 
formally agree on QI development. The 
fifth section presents the five pillars of 
the BRICS long-term strategy, which are 
largely silent about planning for QI. Last, 
the policy brief presents two practical 
recommendations that can enhance 
cooperation on QI development in 
BRICS post-COVID-19. 

Quality infrastructure and BRICS
QI is “the system comprising the 
organisations (public and private) 
together with the policies, relevant 
legal and regulatory framework, and 
practices needed to support and enhance 
the quality, safety and environmental 
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Eleven years have passed since Brazil, 
Russia, India, China and South Africa 
(BRICS) was formed. BRICS is one of its 
kind as a first multilateral group created 
and run by non-Western developed 
countries. Interestingly, BRICS has 
managed to expand beyond the five 
founding countries by reaching out to 
Africa, Southeast Asia and South Asia, 
as well as Latin American countries. 
The right of developing and emerging 
countries to participate equitably in 
development is one of the fundamental 
principles on which BRICS was built. 
The primary objective of the group is 
to influence world geopolitics and the 
market regarding the apparent importance 
of large developing countries with a 
crucial role in the economy. 

Undoubtedly, the BRICS countries 
prioritise infrastructure development. The 
association of infrastructure development 
with sustainable development is often 
implied and discussed in various 
BRICS documents and discussions, 
but it has been noted that currently, no 
formal BRICS agreement on quality 
infrastructure (QI) development 
collaboration exists; and only once, in 
the Tenth BRICS Summit, which took 
place in Johannesburg, South Africa, 
back in July 2018, was QI mentioned. In 
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 It is of great 
concern that all 
BRICS declarations 
are silent about 
quality infrastructure 
development and its 
sustainability. 

soundness of goods, services and 
processes”. Furthermore, QI “is required 
for the effective operation of domestic 
markets and its international recognition 
is important to enable access to foreign 
markets. It is a critical element in 
promoting and sustaining economic 
development, as well as environmental and 
social wellbeing. It relies on metrology, 
standardisation, accreditation, conformity 
assessment, and market surveillance”. 

BRICS is a community of interest 
which must systematically consolidate 
infrastructure needs for the betterment 
of its constituency. Planning for QI, 
therefore, has a different meaning for 
BRICS which, according to Okorie, 
Mphambukeli and Amusan, operates a 
mixed economy with the responsibility 
of basic service provision shared between 
the public and private sectors. Therefore, 
navigating BRICS’ QI development 
landscape requires a systematic and 
multifaceted approach, inclusive of finance 
as one of the priority areas. After all, 
infrastructure development is intrinsically 
connected to economic growth and 
poverty reduction There are, however, 
complexities and uncertainties involved 
where QI development is concerned, 
some of which have to do with space and 
time. For instance, QI facilitates a smooth 
process of imports and exports of goods 
from one country to another. 

We are currently in the middle of a 
global pandemic, and planning for QI has 
a different meaning now. In South Africa, 
we have witnessed motorcar dealerships 
such as Volkswagen providing temporary 
medical facilities for the treatment of 
COVID-19 patients. Against a backdrop 
where infrastructure development needs 
are fast-changing, a need arose to build 
QI that protects humans. This policy 
brief raises very crucial questions due 
to the uncertainties in which we now 
find ourselves: What is QI in the age of 
artificial intelligence? Are we protecting 
our values (freedom of expression, 
freedom of access to quality clean air) 
when we construct infrastructures? 

Importance of quality infrastructure 
for BRICS
The development of QI (roads, ports, 
railways, electricity and information 
and communications technology) is a 
fundamental enabler of economic and 
inclusive growth for BRICS. It can fuel 
growth and improve the standard of living 
in BRICS and help build dynamic export-
oriented sectors. It can also contribute 
to the formulation of government 
policies and regulations for science and 
technology, industrial development and 
competitive international trade. QI can 
bring new value chains and ecosystems 
to life and support enterprises for the 

production of internationally competitive 
products and new trading standards. 
QI can assist science and technology 
institutions in scientific discoveries 
and innovation through accurate and 
precise measurements. It can address 
the needs of consumers in terms of 
quality products and services on par with 
international standards, food and health 
safety, environment and climate change, 
and efficient use of natural and human 
resources. QI also acts as a foundation for 
achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals envisaged by the UN to ensure 
inclusive economic growth and prosperity, 
dignified livelihoods of people and the 
protection of the earth.
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Infrastructural violence
Infrastructures are material forms that allow 
for the possibility of exchange over space. 
They are the physical networks through 
which goods, ideas, waste, power, people 
and finance are transported. Infrastructural 
violence is the exclusion and disconnection 
associated with the model of accumulation 
by dispossession, which has drawn and 
continues to draw violent resistance at 
multiple spaces and places. In BRICS, we 
are currently witnessing multiple numbers 
of violent resistance where infrastructure 
is vandalised. For instance, in South 
Africa during the COVID-19 lockdown, 
railway stations around the Gauteng 
province were damaged, leaving many train 
commuters to use more expensive modes 
of transport. In the greater part of 2019, 
Hong Kong experienced vandalism of 
public and private property and premises 
due to violent protests. Rising social 
unrest due to protests against racism and 
political rivalry has been witnessed in 
Brazil in the past years, and India and 
Russia have also not been excluded.

Strategic scenario planning
Drawing from the work of political 
scientists and business management, urban 

and regional planners have been employing 
scenario planning since the 1980s; yet the 
methodology has remained on the fringe, 
rather than being absorbed into mainstream 
practice. The purpose of scenario writing is 
to expand our minds and thinking; and thus 
to position us “to think the unthinkable” 
for ourselves for action either to mitigate 
negative impacts or to capitalise on 
favourable circumstances. This policy brief 
presents two foreseeable future scenarios 
derived from Peter Robinson’s scenario 
planning methodology regarding planning 
for QI in BRICS. 

Methodological considerations
This policy brief provides an argument 
that the BRICS countries must urgently 
agree to cooperate on QI. It is based on 
a desktop study that analysed all BRICS 
Declarations from 2009 to 2019. A further 
literature study did not produce any specific 
publications that articulated planning for 
QI in BRICS. However, some publications 
that discussed QI were country-specific. 
This policy brief, therefore, is critical 
for BRICS countries as it proposes that 
planning for QI and sustainability in post-
COVID-19 must be a sixth pillar in the 
long-term strategy of BRICS. 

 This policy brief, 
therefore, is critical 
for BRICS countries 
as it proposes that 
planning for quality 
infrastructure and 
sustainability in post-
COVID-19 must be 
a sixth pillar in the 
BRICS long-term 
strategy. 

BRICS long-term strategy – five 
pillars
The development goals of BRICS are 
rooted in its long-term strategy which 
has five pillars, namely; (i) promoting 
cooperation for economic growth 
and development; (ii) political and 
economic governance; (iii) social justice, 
sustainable development and quality 
of life; (iv) current and future role in 
maintaining peace and security; and (v) 
progress through sharing knowledge 
and innovation.

Pillar 1: Promoting cooperation for 
economic growth and development
To safeguard the gains BRICS countries 
have made, they should consider promoting 
cooperation for growth and development 
among themselves, and through dialogue 
with other like-minded partners. To 
this end, BRICS could consider market 
integration in the areas of trade, foreign 
investment and capital markets to 
counteract the effects of negative global 
trends. In addition, member states could 
work towards greater BRICS consultation 
and cooperation in economic and financial 
bodies such as the World Bank, the World 
Trade Organization and the International 
Monetary Fund, and collaborate by using 
existing cooperative frameworks to foster 
intra-BRICS consensus on issues of 
mutual agreement.

Pillar 2: Political and economic 
governance
BRICS member states should share 
experiences and improve existing 
initiatives on good governance and 
transparency, both within the ambit 
of global multilateral cooperation and 
domestically in member countries.

Pillar 3: Social justice, sustainable 
development and quality of life
The efforts by BRICS countries to work 
together should first be understood as 
more than just a “growth alliance”, but 
rather as a social and political imperative 
that influences the broader societies in the 
five countries comprising BRICS and in 
the Global South. Secondly, as envisaged 
in the 2015 Ufa Declaration, cooperation 
among the five countries is mutual and 
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premised on a shared and common vision 
of an alternative world economic and 
development system that is sensitive 
to the interests of the Global South. 
Therefore, it became important that the 
BRICS nations develop a methodology 
to uniformly measure their progress over 
time, a set of development indicators 
through which progress can be assessed. 
Aligned to these development indicators 
should be a set of well-defined targets that 
are both unambiguous and measurable 
towards the attainment of, among others, 
the 2030 long-term strategic ideals. Each 
BRICS nation should be in the position 
to annually report its progress against the 
set indicators and set targets.

The BRICS long-term vision and 
strategy endorsed in 2014 by the Heads of 
State/Government Summit in Fortaleza, 
Brazil, underscored a commitment 
to address poverty, inequality and 
unemployment, which negatively affect 
the lives of disadvantaged, vulnerable 
and marginalised communities. To 
this end, BRICS nations have made a 
commitment to address the following 
social justice restoration issues: education, 
social development, health and cultural 
development.

Pillar 4: BRICS’ current and future 
role in maintaining peace and 
security 
BRICS member states are committed to 
a democratic and just polycentric world 
order founded on the rule of law, equality, 
mutual respect, cooperation, coordinated 
action and collective decision-making. 
This vision could be achieved by 
supporting political and diplomatic efforts 
to peacefully resolve global disputes.

With respect to the current and future 
role in maintaining peace and security, 
Maria Slonskaya, author of The role of 
BRICS in global security, posited as follows:

Today BRICS plays a very important 
role in the system of international security. 
It works as an accelerator of those changes, 
which are on the way now. The group due 
to its rising economic and political heft, 
expanding economic size, increasing financial 
opportunities and active foreign policy are 
gaining influence over decision-making 
process in this same sphere. 

Gazing into the future of 
BRICS post-COVID-19 through 
scenario planning
A scenario is merely a plausible 
story about the future, illustrating 
one of several possibilities. 
Scenario planning has been 
described as writing history 
backwards, or living the future in 
advance. Currently, BRICS does 
not have a solid agreement on 
how they are going to implement 
QI projects as a strategy to reduce 
greenhouse gases (GHG). 

Scenario 1: Quality infrastructure 
and climate change
The lack of implementation of QI 
projects, particularly in the oil, coal 
and gas-producing industries in 
BRICS, will perpetuate the emission 
of GHG.  Heavy environmental 
costs will, therefore, be borne by the 
future generations of BRICS. Hence, 
the sustainability of economic 
infrastructure will be compromised, 
and BRICS will be unable to attain 
its commitment of attaining a clean 
energy transition.

Scenario 2: Agreement on quality 
infrastructure development
If structural forms of past 
infrastructure decisions that 
perpetuated inequality across BRICS 
are not part of our agreement on QI 
development, then “infrastructural 
violence” will increase in BRICS. For 
instance, the continued damage of 
infrastructure through violent protests 
across BRICS will require a concerted 
intervention from the BRICS Leaders.

From discussions on economic and 
trade issues the countries moved on to 
focusing also on global security problems 
that embrace a number of economic, 
energy, development, financial issues, 
as well as such challenges as terrorism, 
conflicts, territorial disputes, use of military 
power, nuclear proliferation, organised 
crime, cybercrime, poverty, demographic 
problems, climate change, etc.

Pillar 5: Progress through sharing 
knowledge and innovation
To enhance cooperation between and 
among member states and to capitalise on 
comparative advantages, BRICS should 
commit to investing greater effort and 
resources to increase joint research among 
member states. It is, therefore, essential 
to support intra-BRICS knowledge 
production and dissemination and to 
facilitate researcher and student exchange. 
BRICS should aspire to nurture excellent 
research institutions and education 
facilities that can make a significant 
contribution to global education and 
knowledge systems.

Actionable recommendations that 
can enhance cooperation on quality 
infrastructure development in 
BRICS post-COVID-19

Actionable recommendation 1: BRICS 
It takes years, if not decades, to develop 
QI to its functional state and BRICS must 
consider the fast pace of urbanisation. 
BRICS must urgently agree to cooperate 
on QI development. These declarations 
must offer opportunities for BRICS to 
define its agenda for QI, sustainability 
and inclusive growth. The agreements 
must consider the complexities associated 
with building QI in BRICS such as 
artificial intelligence, water, transport, 
environment, agricultural production, 
finance and culture. In addition, the 
competitive advantage of BRICS is in its 
New Development Bank, a tool for the 
implementation of QI.

Actionable recommendation 2: 
Planning for quality infrastructure 
as Pillar 6 in the BRICS long-term 
strategy
Quality infrastructure is the glue that 
holds everything together. For instance, 
BRICS cannot export or import its 
goods if QI is not strategically positioned 
for such activities. This policy brief has 
also highlighted the significance and 
importance of QI. It is in this light that a 
recommendation that planning for quality 
infrastructure post-COVID-19 should 
constitute Pillar 6 of the BRICS long-
term strategy. 



MAIN

BRICS’ approach to 
the post-COVID-19 
recovery

*This virtual address was 
delivered on 1 December 2020.  

Full transcript is available on 
www.dirco.gov.co.za.

African Union’s Agenda 2063, with those 
pursued in BRICS. BRICS also provides a 
strategic platform to articulate and pursue 
key domestic and foreign policy objectives 
at the national, regional, South-South 
and global levels. It is important to state 
at this introductory point that while for 
South Africa BRICS constitutes a forum 
that could be a catalyst for the promotion 
of a progressive global agenda, there isn’t a 
constant common and shared perspective 
on all issues. Nonetheless it is a critical 
forum.

The BRICS approach to post-COVID 
recovery is framed within the context 
of the shared principles and values that 
brought the BRICS formation together, 
including the principles of mutual respect, 
sovereign equality, democracy, inclusiveness 
and strengthened collaboration. The 
BRICS formation has been a major 
global force, even before the pandemic, in 
defending multilateralism and working 
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HIGHLIGHTS FROM VIRTUAL 
LECTURE BY MINISTER OF 
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS AND 
COOPERATION, DR NALEDI PANDOR

towards a more representative, democratic, 
equitable, fair and just international 
political and economic order. It is against 
this backdrop that BRICS has positioned 
itself to respond to the pandemic in a 
holistic and comprehensive manner, based 
on building a global consensus around 
collaboration.  Indeed, BRICS continues 
to support multilateralism and the central 
role of the United Nations in its response. 
BRICS is not a forum for political point-
scoring or a race to profit off the pandemic. 
Instead we seek collaboration aimed at 
ensuring benefits flow to all, including 
Africa and the poorest of the poor.

The inclusive approach of BRICS 
is reflected in the broad nature of the 
response as well.  All tracks of the 
BRICS cooperation have been utilised 
to address the impacts of COVID, 
including addressing the health, 
economic and social devastation of the 
pandemic. This comes out strongly in 

South Africa’s participation in BRICS 
continues to emphasise cooperation that 
contributes directly and indirectly to 
the priorities of a better South Africa, a 
better Africa and a better world through 
synchronising programmes adopted in 
regional and international fora, such as the 



 The BRICS formation has been a major 
global force, even before the pandemic, 
in defending multilateralism and working 
towards a more representative, democratic, 
equitable, fair and just international political 
and economic order. 

•	Welcoming the ongoing contribution of the 
New Development Bank to address the 
health and economic consequences of the 
COVID-19 pandemic;

•	 Noting the progress made towards the 
expansion of the New Development Bank to 
include key African member states, amongst 
other prospective members;

•	 Strengthening the relationship between the 
government track and the BRICS Business 
Council, BRICS Women’s’ Business Alliance, 
the New Development Bank and the Interbank 
Cooperation Mechanism, as well as the BRICS 
Think Tank Council, BRICS Academic Forum 
and the BRICS Civil Forum; and

•	 Reaffirming South Africa’s support for the 
engagement with non-BRICS member states 
through the BRICS Outreach and BRICS Plus 
in future Summits.
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the Moscow Declaration where equal 
attention is paid to strengthening the 
three pillars of our cooperation in the 
areas of economy and finance, peace and 
security and social and people-to-people 
exchanges. All the institutions of BRICS 
have also played their part in responding 
to the pandemic.

The 12th BRICS Summit which was 
held virtually in November 2020 had 
significant achievements. For example, 
the Summit adopted the renewed BRICS 
Strategy for Economic Partnership (2020-
2025) and the BRICS Counter-Terrorism 
Strategy, and launched the BRICS 
Women’s Business Alliance and the first 
projects under the Energy Research 
Platform. The Moscow Declaration 
reflects a significant array of decisions 
across a wide spectrum of endeavours.

Naturally, the pandemic has helped 
to highlight the importance of our 
BRICS work in several key areas, such as 
health technology; the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution (under the Partnership 
for the New Industrial Revolution); 
action plans for the science, technology 
and innovation sector; cyber-security; 
the New Development Bank; and 
the BRICS Vaccine Research and 
Development Centre.

The Summit was held under the theme 
“BRICS partnership for global stability, 
shared security and innovative growth”. 
South Africa’s participation at the 
Summit, led by President Ramaphosa, was 
guided by the following priorities:
•	 Reaffirming South Africa’s support for 

multilateralism and respect for international 
law in the international system;

•	 Reaffirming South Africa’s support for 
the restructuring of the global political, 
economic and financial architecture to be 
more equitable and balanced;

•	 Adopting the review of the BRICS Strategy 
for Economic Partnership 2025;

•	Welcoming the ongoing cooperation 
in all pillars of the BRICS partnership, 
particularly the tangible benefits for South 
Africa through science, technology and 
innovation cooperation, health and education 
cooperation, trade, investment and tourism 
cooperation, as well as through BRICS 
financing for infrastructure development, 
capacity building, research, educational and 
skilling opportunities;

1. India’s Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam 
Jaishankar, China’s Foreign Minister Wang 
Yi (Top screen, from left), Brazil’s Foreign 
Minister Ernesto Araujo and South Africa’s 
Foreign Minister Naledi Pandor (Bottom 
screen, from left) during an informal video 
conference session of the BRICS Foreign 
Ministers Council. The meeting was 
dedicated to the COVID-19 pandemic and 
its aftermath.

2. Minister Naledi Pandor hosts a virtual 
lecture on the “BRICS approach to the 
post-COVID-19 recovery”, Pretoria,  
South Africa, 1 December 2020.

2



BRICS countries have been impacted 
by the virus in diverse ways. China was 
able to respond with strict measures 
speedily and contain the virus. Russia 
was hard hit but has the capacity to 
focus on science.

The impact of COVID-19 on the lives 
and livelihoods of our people requires a 
range of approaches for Brazil and South 
Africa. We have to focus on finding a 
vaccine and also on economic recovery 
and addressing our triple challenges of 
poverty, inequality and low employment.

On the health front, this pandemic 
reminded us about the importance 
of research and innovation in the 
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 South Africa cautions against vaccine 
nationalism. South Africa has stated 
that vaccines must be made global 
public goods, accessible to all countries 
that require them on an equitable and 
affordable basis. 

cooperation among BRICS experts to 
share best practices, as well as the work 
on the initiative for integrating digital 
technologies to improve the monitoring 
of cases. Our presence in BRICS must 
support the creation of capacity so that 
South Africa and Africa are able to freely 
act in response to future pandemics.

The health sector under BRICS has 
registered satisfactory progress in terms 
of cooperation at both public and private 
sector levels. To this end, the BRICS 
Ministers of Health recently exchanged 
country-level information on the situation 
related to the spread of COVID-19 and 
best practices in fighting it, in order to 
collect and exchange data, as well as 
analyse statistical information to find the 
best ways to stop diseases.

In line with our commitment to 
ensuring public health quality and 
access, the BRICS Ministers of Health 
affirmed the importance of ensuring 
the right to universal and equal access 
to health technologies through sharing 
of knowledge, intellectual property and 
data necessary for COVID-19 detection, 
prevention, treatment and response.

As a further response to the pandemic, 
the Ministers took note of the Russian 
proposal for an Integrated Early 
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development of a vaccine and the need 
to ensure affordable access to quality and 
effective healthcare and diagnostic tools. 
Africa lacks much of this capacity and we 
have argued for it to be a focal point as we 
focus on post-COVID recovery.

South Africa remains committed to the 
establishment of the Vaccine Research 
and Development Centre in South 
Africa, in line with the 2018 BRICS 
Johannesburg Declaration.

We recognise that research and 
development of new vaccines and 
diagnostic tools will now need to integrate 
other co-infections and co-morbidities. To 
this end, we are encouraged by the ongoing 

One of the first South African Oxford vaccine 
trialists at the Baragwanath hospital in 
Soweto, South Africa, on June 24 ,2020. 
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Cooperation in the Field of Competition 
Law and Policy; and Launch of the BRICS 
Energy Research Cooperation Platform.

Trade diversification remains a 
priority for South Africa and multiple 
opportunities exist for South African 
trade with BRICS. Supporting 
diversification of our domestic industry 
will unlock multiple new opportunities 
for trade, notably in the production 
of machinery, plastic products and 
electrical components. Furthermore, a 
more comprehensive account of non-
tariff barriers is needed, potentially with 
monitoring on an ongoing basis.

The New Development Bank of 
BRICS continues to play a critical role 
in contributing to the ongoing efforts 
of BRICS countries to address the 
health and economic consequences of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, including by 
way of an Emergency Assistance Facility 
of up to USD 10 billion, as well as the 
approval of loans to the BRICS states of 
USD 4 billion, including an Emergency 
Assistance Programme of USD 1 billion 
to South Africa, with a second package 
possible.

The BRICS Think Tank Council and 
Academic Forum are important Track 
II institutional mechanisms that enable 
interaction with key stakeholders in civil 
society and academia to support our work, 
particularly in terms of socio-economic 
development and addressing the triple 

Warning System for preventing mass 
infectious disease risks, in accordance 
with International Health Regulations, 
while welcoming the publication of the 
consolidated document “BRICS countries’ 
measures taken in the field of healthcare 
to counter the spread of the Coronavirus 
disease 2019 (COVID-19)”.

As South Africa, we fully support 
the initiative by the WHO together 
with many governments, non-profit 
organisations and industry leaders 
to speed up the development and 
production of vaccines and therapeutics, 
and to ensure that they are distributed 
quickly, equitably and affordably across 
the globe. This was emphasised by the 
BRICS Leaders at the Summit.

South Africa cautions against vaccine 
nationalism. South Africa has stated that 
vaccines must be made global public goods, 
accessible to all countries that require them 
on an equitable and affordable basis. For 
its part, South Africa is participating in 
several research initiatives with continental 
and international partners, including the 
global effort to develop, manufacture and 
distribute a COVID-19 vaccine.

The South African Department of 
Science and Innovation has established 
an Indigenous Knowledge-Based 
COVID-19 Research Team. The team 
is comprised of African medicines 
practitioners, universities, science councils, 
and relevant government departments. 
The focus of the team is on interfacing 
with healers, conducting agronomy 
studies, phyto-chemistry, in-vitro and 
in-vivo work, pre-clinical and clinical 
research, product development and 
manufacturing. The South African team 
chairs a Regional Expert Committee of 
the World Health Organization – African 
Regional Office, on COVID-19 and other 
African Medicines.  With the leadership 
of South Africa, the WHO-AFRO 
has developed Master-Protocols for 
Evaluations of Phase 3 Clinical Trials.

On the economic front, BRICS 
countries have committed to strengthening 
cooperation through, among others, the 
adoption and implementation of the 
Strategy for BRICS Economic Partnership 
(2020-2025); BRICS Mutual Customs 
Assistance Agreement; Review of the 
Memorandum of Understanding on 

 The role of the BRICS Think Tank 
Council and BRICS Academic Forum 
in strengthening expert dialogue and 
exchanges among the academic 
community to promote future-
oriented research policy analysis and 
knowledge-sharing was commended 
by the BRICS Leaders. 
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challenges we face. These fora could 
play a critical role in ensuring broader 
societal appreciation of the contribution 
an energised, coordinated BRICS could 
make to advancing a modern inclusive 
international agenda of development.

The role of the BRICS Think Tank 
Council and BRICS Academic Forum 
in strengthening expert dialogue 
and exchanges among the academic 
community to promote future-oriented 
research policy analysis and knowledge-
sharing was commended by the BRICS 
Leaders. Further, in Paragraph 95 of the 
Moscow Declaration, the Leaders called 

on the BRICS Think Tank Council 
to continue to improve its internal 
mechanism and strengthen its connection 
with BRICS governmental sectors and 
other institutions, including the NDB and 
the BRICS Business Council.

Therefore, I trust that the South 
African BRICS Think Tank will continue 
to engage us as government to exchange 
knowledge and provide feedback and 
recommendations to improve on our 
engagements within BRICS.

In conclusion, BRICS remains 
critical to our post-COVID economic 
and social recovery and, in this regard, 
I wish to reiterate South Africa’s and 
BRICS’ commitment to spare no effort 
to mitigate the devastating effects of the 
pandemic and to address the ongoing 
challenges of our people. 
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 When it comes to 
COVID-19, the NDB 
is rising up to the 
occasion. We are 
working in a proactive 
and agile manner. 
USD 10 billion is 
our committed 
support through an 
Emergency Response 
Program. The first 
USD 5 billion is 
directed to finance 
health and social relief. 
The second USD 5 
billion contributes to 
boosting economic 
recovery. Especially, 
through the creation 
of jobs that come 
from infrastructure 
investment and 
support for small 
and medium-sized 
enterprises.  
New Development Bank President, Marcos Troyjo, 
12th BRICS Summit on 17 November 2020
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ESSAYS

While universities had taken steps in the recent past to 
introduce online platforms and access to such systems on 
campus, it was unclear at the onset of the pandemic how 
extensive digital access was among the students and academic 
staff. In African universities, surveys were administered to 
rapidly tally the extent of digital usage. The University of 
Cape Town (UCT), for example, administered an email 
survey with a 17% response rate among their students. UCT 
sought to quantify experiences related to digital access and 
social concerns such as mental health, content overload 
and their assessments. 20% of the respondents noted they 
possessed insufficient data, and the majority stated that they 
needed to consume content through shorter lecture videos. 
These responses indicated a need to change how emergency 
online teaching was conducted. 

A simple replacement of in-person course content with an 
online recording was insufficient as a response to the need 
for online teaching. It requires a fundamental redesign of the 
teaching process if online technologies were to be applied. 
These experiences lead one to ask which form of online 
teaching is appropriate as an emergency response, and what 
is the ideal structure of online learning in a post-pandemic 
world. In recognition of these issues, this paper asks two 
central questions:
1. What are the key drivers of online learning in the BRICS 

and African contexts, given issues of inequality affecting 
these countries?

2. What measures have BRICS and African universities 
introduced in response to the coronavirus pandemic?
To answer these questions, a review of online learning 

adoption literature was conducted. This related to an 

01
Working towards an 
inclusive digital future 
in BRICS and African 
universities
By Krish Chetty, a Chief Researcher at the  Human Sciences 
Research Council
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The COVID-19 pandemic has seemingly caught 
BRICS, and Africa’s higher education sectors, 
unprepared for the challenges of suspending 

physical teaching without stopping learning. Subsequently, 
the BRICS Heads of State and African Union had not 
recommended efforts to strengthen the higher education 
sector’s online teaching capabilities or have each country’s 
universities and colleges introduce online facilities. As 
universities strive to improve, we find assessing the online 
capabilities of the institution does not feature in the World 
University Rankings Index, highlighting the limited sense of 
importance associated with online learning.

The online education project across the globe, before the 
pandemic, was generally viewed as an alternative means 
to engage with students, but at no stage did the higher 
education institutions expect to rapidly transition to and 
depend on online learning as the primary means of teaching. 
Universities across Africa and BRICS have had to institute 
emergency remote teaching (ERT) during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Universities were requested to maintain teaching 
and progress through the academic curriculum, despite their 
challenges, as the governments across these regions tried to 
introduce safe learning practices. It has been a challenge for 
universities to offer quality and sound teaching alternatives 
in an emergency form that was comparable to in-person 
teaching. With the advances of technology in the age of the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR),  ERT seemed to offer a 
potential avenue for universities to continue teaching. While 
forms of blended learning have been adopted in multiple 
formats across universities, a full dependency on the online 
medium was a completely new challenge.



identification of the critical success factors needed for 
online learning adoption. We also explored the differences 
between ERT and effective online learning. To determine 
how BRICS and African universities have responded to 
the pandemic, we have reviewed the measures they have 
introduced and reported on, by a selection of universities 
from Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa, Ethiopia, 
Ghana and Uganda. Apart from the universities’ websites, 
we reviewed reports published in online newspapers and 
magazines such as University World News.

Contrasting emergency remote teaching from 
effective online learning
The change-over to an online means of teaching during 
the pandemic has obfuscated the differences between ERT 
and effective online learning. In the transition to ERT, the 
Commonwealth of Learning viewed online learning as 
an innovation which allowed universities to remain open 
and active. During the pandemic, the primary reason for 
adopting the online form of teaching was to implement a 
temporary mode of teaching where contact with students 
was made virtually through online digital technologies. 
This emergency form of teaching – ERT – was informed 
by a need to provide students with temporary access to 
instruction and learning content, albeit in a mostly digital 
format, without a focus on the quality of the content and 
a determination of whether the online form was best for 
that delivery of subject matter. In this instance, higher 
education institutions worked on providing students with 
internet access. However, this was conducted mainly while 
the curriculum progressed over the year. Ultimately, equity 
in access learning was not a primary focus, with low-income 
students suffering during the year.

However, due to the length of the pandemic, emergency 
practices have continued. The challenges in access to the 
necessary digital infrastructure and skills have limited the 
effectiveness of this mode of teaching. For effective online 
learning to take place, the lessons need to be designed for 
online consumption.  All the resources need to be easily 
accessible, and both the students and staff must possess 
a suitable level of digital skills to consume and create the 
learning content. Depending on the form of online learning 
that the institution wishes to adopt, the mode of learning 

may be performed synchronously or asynchronously, with 
variations in the pacing of content delivery, pedagogy, the 
student-to-instructor ratio and in how assessments are 
conducted.

Generally, asynchronous learning is where the student 
engages with the subject matter without interactive personal 
interaction with the lecturer. Either form of learning has 
benefits and limitations. Massive open online courses 
(MOOCs), for example, adopt the asynchronous mode of 
learning, and allow for larger class enrolment, but suffer 
when the student must engage with complex content. For 
effective online learning, there is a need for a balance in these 
approaches.

A hybrid online education model
Asynchronous learning promotes a teacher-centred form 
of learning rather than a student-centred approach. The 
participation weaknesses of asynchronous forms of learning 
limit the student’s ability to consume and process complex 
content. Online listening and observing the instructor are 
passive forms of learning where it is assumed the student 
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vicariously learns through such activities. Thus, post-
reflections on the subject matter cannot be tested by the 
instructor as part of the lesson.

Despite these challenges, there are attractive benefits 
associated with asynchronous online learning. Firstly, 
MOOCs-style programmes can help extend the reach of the 
higher education institutions and promote access to higher 
education if the student has suitable digital connectivity and 
skills to engage with the content. With broader access, there 
is an opportunity for the institution to build their brand, 
attracting new and retaining existing students. From the 
economics perspective, there are potential cost-savings due to 
reduced supply and consumption of materials and facilities. 
Revenue may also potentially increase due to the higher 
number of enrolled students.

Within developing and emerging countries, broadening 
access to higher education is a desirable outcome, which 
may serve as a solution to education and unemployment 
challenges, if the issues of digital access are addressed. 
In the absence of policies addressing the digital divide, 
while asynchronous forms of learning, such as MOOCs, 
may increase higher education access, they may only serve 
the more privileged in these countries  Three models for 
online learning were described by the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO). These are the industrial, mass-media and 
small-scale/hybrid models. The mass enrolment of 
students through large-scale subscription models applies 
the mass-media model, while the industrial approach is 
a replacement of the traditional university’s instructor-
to-student model. Both these approaches suffer from low 
instructor-to-student engagement. However, the small-
scale or hybrid approach attempts to address this weakness 
by promoting asynchronous learning for foundational 
content, but introducing a team of teaching assistants or 
tutors to assist with engagement with students for more 
advanced level content.. The team of teaching assistants 
addresses the limited interaction issues previously 
experienced, and also provides an opportunity to create new 
employment opportunities for skilled graduates, seeking 
employment. The hybrid approach maintains benefits in 
cost reduction, and it promotes access to higher education 
and creates employment.

Identifying the critical success factors for online 
learning adoption
As the universities made the decision to adopt online 
learning, they had to consider a series of factors affecting 
the survival of their institutions. The challenge faced by 
university leaders was in determining how to effectively 
provide quality education in an emergency context. The key 
factors which are at the centre of the decision to transition 
to online learning related to the feasibility, equity, cost and 
quality of an online form of instruction.

From the feasibility perspective, the key issues that 
the university needed to review were their students’ and 
staff ’s access to public, institutional and personal digital 
infrastructure and whether they possessed the skills necessary 
to use the online technologies effectively. Public digital 
infrastructure related to bandwidth provided through fixed-
line and mobile broadband services. Also, such infrastructure 
is required in an environment where basic infrastructure such 
as electricity, water and sanitation is available. Institutional 
infrastructure included the online learning platform adopted 
by the institution, the software used to communicate and 
recording devices needed by instructors. The digital skills 
pertained to the ability of staff to produce meaningful 
content designed for online consumption, or the students’ 
ability to access and engage the learning material and 
effectively communicate with their fellow students and 
instructors. The institution also had to determine if the 
socio-economic and cultural contexts where the student and 
staff bodies resided allowed for online learning. Culturally, 
as students returned to their places of residence, the 
locations may not be conducive to class times that followed 
a traditional schedule, especially if the student has other 
responsibilities. The socio-economic context relates to their 
level of access, having funds available to purchase data 
bundles or having a suitable environment in which to study.

In the transition online, the cost dimension related to a 
collection of economic concerns that affected the institution. 
With the shrinking productivity of economies, the pool 
of funds available to states decreased or was rechannelled 
to other emergencies, leaving universities in a difficult 
position to sustain their finances. Furthermore, with tuition 
going online, many universities have experienced a drop 
in enrolment in this period, decreasing the pool of funds 
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sourced from tuition fees. This trend was accompanied by a 
sharp decrease in accommodation fees, as students remained 
at home. Also, the institution had to continue to maintain 
its facilities and human resources during this period. With 
these various concerns, it was essential for the university to 
continue operating, collecting some income from students 
to subsidise costs. Going forward, the opportunities from 
MOOCs-style courses may assist in decreasing fees but also 
increase the throughput of students, which may possibly 
increase the pool of available funds.

From the equity perspective, which is essential in 
developing and emerging countries, the issues of inequality 
must be considered. As not all students have an equitable level 
of capability, the institution must determine what actions 
are necessary to ensure that students have similar levels of 
access to consume learning materials and engage with their 
peers or instructors. In the online context, issues of access and 
affordability are central when considering the students’ and 
staff ’s usage of internet services. The institution must consider 
whether the staff and students have internet connectivity 
and whether they can afford the data packages necessary to 
participate in the online classroom. Crucially, ERT transfers 
an additional and perhaps unexpected financial burden on the 
student. Furthermore, getting both the students’ and staff ’s 
buy-in to the decision to go online is essential. To achieve this, 
both the staff and students require opportunities to contribute 
to the decision-making fora of the institution. 

Lastly, from the quality perspective, the institution must 
determine if it is ready to provide instruction of suitable 
quality by applying either synchronous or asynchronous 
online learning methods. Here the institution’s departments 
need to determine the appropriate method for teaching or 
the delivery of instructional content to students. Lessons 
with a practical element have suffered in this period with 
instructors needing to concentrate on the theoretical aspects 
of the subject matter. Thus vocational colleges and practical 
subjects such as chemistry have experienced difficulties 
during the online transition. Also, the institution has to 
identify the impact of reduced human contact between staff 
and student. In this respect, integrating teaching assistants 
into the teaching programme may be useful. Finally, during 
the year, the institution had also to determine safe, practical 
and fair means to carry out assessments. Online assessments 

require new modalities for which staff must become familiar. 
Alternatively, the institution must evaluate the impact of 
replacing testing with project assignments.

Notable BRICS and African experiences in online 
adoption
Across BRICS and Africa, China and Russia have 
performed substantially better than other countries. Their 
advanced levels of infrastructure and digital skills have 
served them well during this period. In Russia, one of 
the main concerns was increasing bandwidth provision 
in the student dorms, while, in general, personal digital 
infrastructure in the form of computers and tablets was 
deemed suitable. In China, there are reports of universities 
negotiating subsidised data plans for both students and staff, 
given the burden of downloading sizable video content. 
China also adopted a nationwide campaign to upskill its 
academic staff before it transitioned to online learning. 
During the university’s shutdown for the Chinese New 
Year holiday period, staff attended intensive courses in 
online teaching. In Russia, the Higher School of Economics 
recruited student volunteers to act as digital assistants 
who supported the academic staff member as a strategy 
to ease the burden carried by academic staff during the 
online transition. Similar reports have come from Chinese 
universities such as the Beijing Normal University that has 

 For the digital future 
of BRICS and African 
universities to become more 
inclusive and equitable, 
there is a need to recognise 
the disparities among the 
students and staff.  



introduced two teaching assistants for every online class. As 
these initiatives help create forms of skilled employment, 
such strategies will be useful in the African context due to 
the high levels of unemployment.

In contrast, universities in the rest of the BRICS and 
Africa haven’t fared as well as the Russians and Chinese. 
In India and Brazil, both countries attempted to introduce 
emergency learning modalities, but experienced challenges 
with unequal access, limited skills and a general exacerbation 
of inequalities. In India, there were also challenges with 
receiving a consistent electricity supply, in addition to issues 
with internet connectivity. In Brazil, universities experienced 
challenges to secure additional funding from the national 
government to assist students who lacked suitable internet 
connectivity.

These issues related to the unequal distribution of 
internet access and digital infrastructure were shared 
across the African continent. For example, reports from 
Ghana, Uganda and Ethiopia highlight the unequal access 
among students. To address some of these challenges, 
African universities have pursued partnerships with mobile 
network providers to zero-rate educational content, easing 
the expenses carried by students. This content included 
university resources such as library and learning platform 
websites but did not negate all the internet costs of the 
students.  Apart from the infrastructural challenges, the 
limitation in digital skills among both students and staff 
was a factor. Although the universities adopted emergency 
practices, there were challenges in developing content suited 
for online consumption. In some instances, academic staff 
also lacked the general digital literacy required to navigate 
learning portals or prepare digital content. 

To address these challenges, some universities called upon 
their technical support staff or Centres of Innovation to 
lead in developing training for staff or providing call-centre 
assistance to the staff and students. At the University of 
Pretoria, the institution rolled out a mobile application for 
learning, allowing learners to download content to their 
devices and to continue their studies during electricity 
disruptions and when they experienced internet connectivity 
issues. In Ghana, universities opted to distribute physical 
copies of instructional material via their network of regional 
learning centres. In Uganda, the idea itself of going online 

became a political issue, and it was initially discouraged by 
the state until the number of coronavirus cases increased. 
The country has limitations in internet coverage as well as 
limitations in the distribution of television and radio signals. 
In South Africa, some academic staff and students did not 
respond positively to the transition. They wished to be more 
involved in the decision-making process after experiencing 
various challenges during their online transition. 

For the digital future of BRICS and African universities 
to become more inclusive and equitable, there is a need to 
recognise the disparities among the students and staff. The 
transition to emergency teaching protocols was swift, with 
many unprepared for its impact, causing political concerns 
in some countries. There is a need to support both the 
student and instructor, as the parties most affected by this 
transition. Such support should involve investments in public 
digital infrastructure at the national level, an examination 
of methods to improve the affordability of internet access, 
the provision of personal digital devices and an increase in 
widespread training in digital literacy and the production of 
online instructional materials. 

The hybrid approach to online learning may provide 
an optimal strategy when reimagining the university of 
the future. With greater dependence on online learning, 
post-COVID-19, solutions are needed which will expand 
access to higher education and improve the affordability of 
such access. Adopting asynchronous forms of teaching at 
the tertiary level may help allow more students to receive 
foundational level teaching. Further, integrating teaching 
assistants during the online teaching of the more advanced 
subject matter may help improve instructor-to-student 
interaction and help address challenges of unemployment.

With the advances in technology, no country has 
all the answers related to this transition. Among the 
BRICS and African universities, it will be essential for 
them to continue knowledge-sharing initiatives, through 
institutions such as the BRICS Network University, 
BRICS University League or Association of African 
Universities. The universities face tough questions with 
little existing knowledge on which to rely. Sharing 
knowledge will help us all learn faster in crucial areas such 
as lesson design and training strategies and ensuring that 
access to learning is equitably provided. 
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Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa 
(BRICS) represents a mix of countries whose 
energy matrix has an undeniable global impact, 

both in supply and demand. They represent about 38% 
of the world’s energy consumption, and by 2040 it is 
anticipated that BRICS will account for 41% of global 
energy demand. Fuelled by the coherent development 
trajectory the countries have adopted, BRICS needs to 
align its development aspirations with energy positions 
(in areas of coal, nuclear, hydrocarbons and renewables) 
that are built on harmonised policies, approaches and 
technological support, which are based on stronger 

cooperation in energy and development. As developing 
nations, BRICS countries have similar development 
aspirations.  Therefore, energy security is of paramount 
importance.  

Energy and development are intertwined
Energy is the primary ingredient that fuels economic 
development and growth such that there is a well-
entrenched nexus between economic growth, energy 
consumption and employment. With their stock of natural 
resources, BRICS countries are an important contributor 
to the global supply of energy and its dynamics, which 

directly influences global 
development.  Jointly, they 
represent an economic bloc whose 
energy supply and demand has a 
vital global development impact.  
BRICS’ international role in 
energy, both in generation and 
consumption, determines the 
direction of the global energy 
market.  This influences the 
energy security of the world.  For 
BRICS, energy security has been 
on the agenda for discussions as 
far back as 2009.  This has been 
based on BRICS’ development 
aspirations and the need to 
safeguard the supply of energy 
for its development pathways.  

02
Nexus between energy and 
development: The case of 
BRICS
By Dr Thokozani Simelane, a Chief Research 
Specialist and Acting Director at the Human  
Sciences Research Council

 BRICS needs to seize the 
opportunity and lead in the development 
of environmental standards and 
specifications that will make it easy for 
BRICS nations to trade among themselves 
in energy equipment, instruments and 
spare parts for deployed technologies.  
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BRICS represents 38% of global energy consumption, and 
by 2040 BRICS will account for 41% of the global energy 
consumption.

Nexus between energy and development within 
BRICS
As developing nations, BRICS countries have similar 
development objectives.  The security of the supply 
of energy is thus imperative for all BRICS countries 
to realise their development objectives. This has been 
reiterated in all BRICS summits.  During the Sixth 
BRICS Summit, held in Brazil in 2014, the delegates 
from the BRICS countries highlighted that financial 
and energy security were the main agenda on the BRICS 
development trajectory. Accordingly, the member 
countries saw it necessary to establish the BRICS 
development bank (New Development Bank) and BRICS 
energy association.
The main aim of the bank is to mobilise financial 
resources for infrastructure and energy development. 
The energy association’s aim is to work on the creation 
of a “fuel reserve bank” and “energy policy institute” 
for member countries. To date, the New Development 
Bank has allocated more than USD 1,4 billion to BRICS 
countries for the development of renewable energy.  
Led by Russia, under the BRICS Energy Research 
Cooperation Platform, BRICS has produced a report 
on energy technologies within BRICS.  Additional 
information has been accumulated through various 
studies on energy and development that have been 
conducted through academic collaboration among BRICS 
countries.  The body of knowledge developed has placed 
BRICS in a better position to understand its energy needs 
for development.

One key finding that has come to BRICS’ attention is 
that it takes, on average, more than ten years in the fuel 
and energy sector to develop equipment or technology 
from a design to line production.  It has been reported 
that there are a wide range of technologies in the energy 
sector that can be used for various developments, including 
strengthening the economic contribution of small and 
medium enterprises to BRICS’ development agenda. The 
obvious nexus between energy and development within 

BRICS is that, for BRICS to realise its development 
objectives, energy security is critical.  In addition, 
developing technologies for energy takes longer than one 
might imagine.  Therefore, cooperation in energy and 
associated technologies is needed.

New Development Bank’s allocation to member 
states

Country Amount (USD million)

Brazil 600

Russia 300

India 250

China 81

South Africa 180

Total 1 411

BRICS policy positions and how these influence 
development
Among BRICS, Brazil has stable policies and is the 
leading producer of biofuels as well as hydropower, 
with additional support coming from wind and solar. 
Russia requires improvement in its legal and regulatory 
framework, with more incentives in energy policies. 
India needs a revision in energy policy and requires 
extra incentives and consumer-specific energy policies 
for research infrastructure and energy-generation 
technologies. South Africa requires an accumulation 
of experiences on renewable energies that it can use to 
reduce its dependence on coal.  These policy dimensions 
present BRICS with an opportunity to collaborate 
and harmonise its energy policies for the development 
of technologies that will assist BRICS to realise its 
development aspirations while contributing to the 
reduction of greenhouse gases such as CO2 emissions. 
With the current vacuum, which has been created by the 
withdrawal of some countries from global environmental 
platforms, BRICS need to seize the opportunity and 



lead in the development of environmental standards 
and specifications that will make it easy for BRICS 
nations to trade among themselves in energy equipment, 
instruments and spare parts for deployed technologies.

Transitioning to development that is driven by 
renewable energy
For BRICS, transitioning to renewable energy needs to 
be a progressive process rather than abrupt.  As a way of 
strengthening cooperation, co-development of technology 
is essential.  As far as an energy and development nexus 
is concerned, BRICS countries must redefine their energy 
positions based on harmonised policies, energy-generation 
technologies, the desire to contribute to the reduction 
of CO2 emissions and development pathways that suit 
countries’ long-term agendas.  

BRICS countries combined have the highest impact 
on global energy supply and demand. This is the pillar for 
transitioning to development that is driven by renewable 
energy technologies.  Within BRICS, China is the 
largest producer of hydropower, solar power and wind 
power. India ranks second after China in the production 
of renewables. Brazil is the leader in the production of 
biofuels, which it mixes with hydropower that is supported 
by wind and solar. South Africa is in the process of 
integrating renewables in its energy mix. It has developed 
an ambitious integrated resource plan.  

For BRICS, hydropower energy consumption has 
a positive link to economic growth in the short and 
medium term, which has the potential of reducing CO2 
emissions in the long term. Specifically, the effect of 
hydropower energy, in the long run, is the promotion of 
economic growth that is free of CO2 emissions. The nexus 
between financial development, technology and energy 
consumption has a considerable positive impact on BRICS 
economic output and development. Sustaining this nexus 
requires cohesive energy policies among BRICS countries.

On a global scale, BRICS has increasingly emerged as a 
power dynamic shift, making the bloc a key player in the 
prospects of realising the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development. The bloc has presented a strategy for 
creating a world order that has redefined the role of 
developing nations. BRICS’ energy position, as contained 

in the BRICS energy report, attests to this.  According 
to the report, the BRICS countries’ role in the global 
energy market will continue to grow. By 2040, they 
will account for 41% of global energy consumption 
and production. Fossil fuels will dominate the BRICS 
countries’ energy balance in the next 20 years and 
will supply over 70% of energy consumed in the five 
countries. The group plans to increase its focus on low-
emission energy systems based on natural gas, nuclear 
energy and renewable energy sources (RES). The share 
of natural gas in its energy balance will increase by 
6%, nuclear energy by 4% and RES by 8%. 

BRICS countries are well represented in all 
categories of energy that fuel global development. 
They enjoy high energy security, and as such, a 
platform for cooperation exists.  For this, BRICS 
countries have both the expertise and technologies 
to make use of their energy resources to enhance 
energy security. This can happen in all spheres of 
energy sources, ie oil and gas, renewable energy and 
nuclear energy.  In terms of usage or as a produced 
commodity, energy is a significant economic catalyst 
for development and collaboration among BRICS 
nations. Therefore, affordable, reliable and ideally 
sustainable access to energy is imperative for BRICS’ 
developmental aspirations.  

 The obvious nexus 
between energy and 
development within BRICS 
is that, for BRICS to realise 
its development objectives, 
energy security is critical. 
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Books 

Publications made possible with the support 
of the National Institute for the Humanities 

and Social Sciences

The Role of BRICS in Large-Scale Armed 
Conflict: Building a Multi-Polar World Order

Author:  Malte Brosig

Publisher: Palgrave McMillan 
ISBN: 9783030185374
Published Date: 2019
Pages: 205

BRICS and the New American Imperialism: 
Global rivalry and resistance

Publisher: Wits University Press
ISBN:  978-1-77614-528-7
Published Date: March 2020
Pages: 234
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B BRICS is a grouping of the five major 
emerging economies of Brazil, Russia, 

India, China and South Africa. Volume five in 
the Democratic Marxism series, BRICS and 
the New American Imperialism, challenges the 
mainstream understanding of BRICS and US 
dominance to situate the new global rivalries 
engulfing capitalism. It offers novel analyses of 
BRICS in the context of increasing US-induced 
imperial chaos, deepening environmental crisis 
tendencies (such as climate change and water 
scarcity), contradictory dynamics inside BRICS 
countries and growing subaltern resistance.

The authors revisit contemporary thinking 
on imperialism and anti-imperialism, drawing 
on the work of Rosa Luxemburg, one of the 
leading theorists after Marx, who attempted 
to understand the expansionary nature 
of capitalism from the heartlands to the 
peripheries. The richness of Luxemburg’s 
pioneering work inspires most of the volume’s 
contributors in their analyses of the dangerous 
contradictions of the contemporary world, 
as well as forms of democratic agency 
advancing resistance. While various forms of 
resistance are highlighted, among them water 

protests, mass worker strikes, anti-corporate 
campaigning and forms of cultural critique, 
this volume grapples with the challenge of 
renewing anti-imperialism beyond the NGO-
driven World Social Forum and considers the 
prospects of a new horizontal political vessel 
to build global convergence. It also explores 
the prospects of a Fifth International of Peoples 
and Workers.

Editorial reviews
“Our barbaric present, marked by savage 
inequalities and ecological devastation, is 
rooted in the historical logic of imperialism. 
Building on Rosa Luxemburg’s brilliant 
theorising, this book shows why socialism 
is our only chance of survival.” – Jacklyn 
Cock, Professor Emeritus, Department of 
Sociology and research associate, Society, 
Work and Politics Institute, University of the 
Witwatersrand, Johannesburg

“This important volume foregrounds the 
burning questions facing a crisis-ridden 
capitalist system. It is an essential read for 
all those wanting to understand changing 

global power dynamics, so as to pose a 
social transformation agenda that transcends 
capitalism.” – Gunnett Kaaf, Marxist activist, 
South Africa

This book brings together scholars from 
across the North-South axis to map the 
shifting fault lines of the world-system in a 
perilous conjuncture. What emerges is a rich 
cartography of rivalry and resistance that 
will speak to the knowledge interests of both 
scholars and activists – essential reading.  
– Alf Gunvald Nilsen, Professor, Department 
of Sociology, University of Pretoria

T This book explores how BRICS countries 
respond to, and get involved in, large-scale 

armed conflicts. The book argues that through 
responding to armed conflict and deviating from 
the preferred Western foreign policy, BRICS 
countries are actively involved in building a multi-
polar and post-western world order.

The author develops a concise typology of 
response types portraying a nuanced picture of 
the BRICS grouping. Responses reach from non-
coercive and cooperative multilateral behaviour 
to neo-imperial unilateralism and military 
intervention. The book explains the selection of 
response types with reference to six variables 
which refer to the proximity to war, availability of 
power resources, the type of conflict, economic 
interests, the BRICS normative agenda and global 
humanitarian norms. Four armed conflicts in 
Libya, Syria, South Sudan and the Ukraine are 
chosen to illustrate the BRICS engagement with 
large-scale armed conflicts. 

Editorial reviews
“The Role of BRICS in Large-Scale Armed 
Conflict is warmly recommended as a thoughtful 
contribution and critique of the BRICS in 
international relations.” – South African Journal 
of International Affairs, April 28, 2020

“The growing importance of the BRICS grouping 
in global affairs has been discussed for more 
than a decade, but BRICS countries’ role in 
large-scale armed conflict has not been studied 
systematically until now. Malte Brosig’s excellent 
analysis successfully fills this gap, allowing us to 
gain a more nuanced understanding of a topic 
of great relevance in an increasingly multipolar 
world. His well-researched and clearly written 
book is not only essential reading for scholars 
studying the foreign policies of Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa, but also for those 
interested in how the international community 
can better address conflicts such as the ones 
in Libya, Syria, Ukraine and South Sudan in the 
coming decades.” – Oliver Stuenkel, Associate 
Professor of International Relations, Getulio 
Vargas Foundation (FGV), Brazil

“Malte Brosig’s book is timely and well-
researched. There have not been many books 
published on this theme. BRICS being a geo-
economic group had very limited interest in 
conflicts. However, this has changed considerably 
over the last four or five Summits. BRICS 
has begun to address geo-political issues as 
well. Final Summit Declarations of BRICS are 
increasingly referring to serious ongoing conflicts 

around the world. The five countries have also 
started to coordinate their perspectives on these 
issues. Given the fact BRICS is not an alliance 
and does not even have a founding treaty, joint 
action seems difficult at this stage. The book 
brings out these nuances very clearly. It is a 
valuable addition to the growing literature on 
the different aspects of BRICS. It would prove 
very useful for scholars and academics doing 
research on the subject.” – HHS Viswanathan, 
Distinguished Fellow, Observer Research 
Foundation (ORF), India

About the author: 
Malte Brosig is an Associate Professor in 
International Relations at the University 
of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, 
South Africa.

He joined the department in 2009 after 
receiving his PhD from the University of 
Portsmouth. His main research interests 
are peace and security issues in Africa 
and Europe, international organisations, 
peacekeeping and rising powers such 
as BRICS.

Editor(s): Vishwas Satgar 

Contributor(s): Alexander Gallas,  
Ana Garcia, Christopher Chase-Dunn, 
Ferrial Adam, Karina Kato, Keamogetswe 
Seipato, Nivedita Majumdar, Patrick 
Bond, Samir Amin, Vishwas Satgar, 
William K Carroll
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Highlights from the 116-page collection of 
essays, poems, songs and thoughts  

PROJECTS
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As the world struggles to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the phrase “collective responsibility” is constantly on our lips; 
we have heard it from politicians, opinionistas and academics. 
There is disagreement around the best response strategy in the 
face of deep uncertainty; but there is no uncertainty that this 
pandemic requires a collective response. COVID-19 is forcing us 
to confront the reality that while, for most of us, much of what 
we do as individuals makes no significant difference, what we do 
together will be the measure of our survival. Philosophers have 
long reflected on the question of collective responsibility in both 
a forward-looking (we have a collective duty to reduce social 
contact) and a backward-looking sense (we are held collectively 
responsible for our failure to reduce social contact). There are a 
number of vexing questions around, for example, what it means 
to be an agent who can be held responsible or how we think 
about the relationship between the individual and the responsible 
collective of which they are a part. There are also distinctions 
between different kinds of responsibility ...  
Do you want to read more? Visit www.nihss.ac.za

The COVID-19 pandemic has, unlike any other global crisis, 
driven the performance of everyday life almost wholly to a 
digital landscape of interactions – from Zoom meetings and 
WhatsApp video calls with friends and family, right through 
to Instagram “lockdown” parties. This flurry of digital activity 
seeks to circumvent the void that the pandemic has brought 
to our human existence – a void of silence and social distance 
that artists, particularly poets and writers, are finding ways 
to navigate. By “performance of everyday life”, I use the 
term both in its most simplistic and broadest sense to refer 
to aesthetic production as in concerts and theatrical events, 
and also to sporting events and social, political and religious 
events such as rituals and ceremonies. Since the outbreak of 
the pandemic, improvisation has become a way of life. For 
artists, it has meant ...
Do you want to read more? Visit www.nihss.ac.za

What does it mean to be collectively responsible?

By Dr Christine Hobden, Department of Philosophy, University of Fort 
Hare Iso Lomso Fellow, Stellenbosch Institute of Advanced Study

Artists Improvising - distance and closeness during COVID-19

By Natalia Molebatsi, University of South Africa (UNISA)
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Let’s take it
OUTSIDE

M
Most countries including the BRICS nations responded to 
the spread of the coronavirus by imposing restrictions on both 
domestic and international travel. Domestic tourism is expected 

to rebound faster and stronger than international travel as nations firm up 
their post-COVID-19 recovery strategies. This photo essay showcases South 
Africa’s natural wonders in order to encourage our readers to travel locally 
and boost domestic tourism. South Africa’s minister of tourism, Mmamoloko 
Kubayi-Ngubane, is also extending the invitation to travellers from the other 
BRICS nations. “If you look closely at our South African economy, you will 
realise that tourism is one of the biggest contributors of our GDP per capita. 
We are immensely proud of our beautiful landscape, flora and fauna, and 
always ready to share it with our BRIC friends.” 

PHOTO ESSAY
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Cape Town, also known as the 
“Mother City”, is South Africa’s 
second most populous city. It is 
South Africa’s oldest city and the 
legislative capital. It is made up of 
a diverse population and has a rich 
history and world-famous tourist 
attractions. Lion’s Head is flanked by 
the iconic Table Mountain and Signal 
Hill. Viewed together, Lion’s Head and 
Signal Hill resemble the shape of a 
lion in the crouching position, which 
is where this peak gets its name. 
Rising 669 metres above sea level, it 
is a popular hiking spot and an ideal 
place to watch the sunrise or catch 
the sunset. It also provides visitors 
the most beautiful backdrop to take 
their memorable holiday photos.

View of Lion’s Head  
and Cape Town from  
Table Mountain



PHOTO ESSAY

The Eastern Cape Province is home 
to the breath-taking Storms River 
suspension bridge. The bridge, spanning 
77 metres, hangs over the red-brown 
waters of the Storms River Mouth 
and is one of the most popular tourist 
attractions of the Tsitsikamma region 
of the province. Situated within 
the Tsitsikamma National Park, it was 
originally built in 1969, but has since 
been rebuilt by South African National 
Parks (Sanparks) to ensure its stability 
and safety. It hangs just seven metres 
above the churning waters of the river 
as it enters the foaming Indian Ocean.

Walk or hike on the 
suspension bridge, 
Tsitsikama
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PHOTO ESSAY
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KwaZulu-Natal’s north coast is 
also known as the Dolphin Coast 
and is a beautiful playground of 
warm waters, incredible waves 
and glorious beaches set alongside 
fields of sugarcane in a part of the 
world endowed with warm, humid 
weather almost year-round. It flies 
the Blue Flag high – the Blue Flag 
being the international symbol 
of quality for beaches, boats and 
marinas that meet a standard of 
excellence in the areas of safety, 
amenities, cleanliness, environmental 
information and environmental 
management. KwaZulu-Natal has over 
100 kilometres of coastline and five of 
the province’s beaches have received 
full Blue Flag status while seven are 
Blue Flag pilot sites.

The glorious beaches of 
KwaZulu-Natal’s north coast 
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PHOTO ESSAY
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The Motlatse Canyon (previously 
known as the Blyde River Canyon) is 
considered one of the largest canyons 
on Earth and may be the largest 
“green canyon” - it has a particularly 
lush subtropical covering.  The 
canyon stretches over 26 kilometres 
and is over 800 metres deep. This 
natural treasure is located in 
Mpumalanga Province on the northern 
parts of the Drakensberg Escarpment. 
Mpumalanga is one of the nine 
provinces of South Africa and its 
name means “east”, or literally “the 
place where the sun rises”.

Mpumalanga’s gem, the 
Motlatse Canyon 



From late September to middle 
November, jacarandas bloom all over 
South Africa’s capital city of Tshwane 
(formerly known as Pretoria). It is 
estimated that there are 70 000 
jacarandas growing in South Africa 
and 50 000 of them are in the streets, 
parks and gardens of Tshwane. The 
tree is not indigenous to South Africa 
and it is believed that it comes from 
Brazil. As the administrative capital of 
South Africa, Tshwane is home to the 
Union Buildings where South Africa’s 
first democratically elected president, 
Nelson Mandela, was inaugurated.

 Jacaranda Trees line the 
streets of Tshwane
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