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This has been an unusually tough year. The SARS-CoV-2, severe 

acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2, emerged in January 

2020. The World Health Organization announced “covid-19” as the 

name of this new disease on 11 February 2020 while the world 

kept looking to China. Within weeks, the virus managed to circum-

vent the globe and engulfed the world into a pandemic unlike any 

seen for generations (Platto et al. 2020). To date, more than 73 mil-

lion people have been infected and some 1.6 million people have 

died according to the World Health Organization (WHO 2020).

Science has been issuing warnings of looming pandemics for 

decades. “The single biggest threat to man’s continued dominance 

on the planet is the virus.” A punching quote from the Nobel laure-

ate Joshua Lederberg in the 1990s. Previous epidemics and out-

breaks like SARS in 2003, bird flu H5N1 in 2005, and Ebola (2014–

2016), were alarm bells (Servigne et al. 2020). Yet, we went about 

our business ignoring those early warning signs. It seems that our 

immediate priorities are more pressing, our collective memory 

short and the Spanish flu—the last global pandemic caused by the 

HiN1 influenza that killed more than 50 million people or more than 

2.5% of the World population, within the span of 2 years—too dis-

tant in time to create concern.

The global society came to a quasi-standstill. Travelling 

dropped to almost zero during the first wave experienced in March 

and April this year. The skies were almost free of airplanes. Oceans 

free of boats. Streets almost empty. Many national borders closed. 

People forced to stay in their houses. Only Nature took a moment 

to breathe (Corlette et al. 2020). This situation of reduced human 

activities, coined “anthropause” by some scientists (Rutz et al. 

2020, Stockstad 2020), led to dramatic drops in air pollution, and for 

example whales being seen in waters that usually are noisy and full 

of boats.

Impacts of this ongoing pandemic are devastating on several 

levels. The tragic loss of so many human lives due to this new dis-

ease risks leading us forgetting about HIV, Malaria, Tuberculosis, 

and other diseases, causing annually millions of casualties. The 

Pandemic has battered the economy, disrupted supply chains and 

slowed international trade. It has disrupted the livelihoods of most 

of humanity. Many governments are struggling with the devastating 

economic costs. Already unlikely to be reached by 2030 before the 

pandemic, the Sustainable Development Goals now need to be 

carefully reassessed, as the pandemic’s impacts likely further 

threaten many of the 169 SDGs targets (Naidoo and Fisher 2020).

So far, Africa remains one of the least affected regions world-

wide by the virus despite an announced disaster (Nordling 2020). In 

Madagascar, a scientific study carried out over nine months by the 

Institute Pasteur and the Ministry of Health suggests a covid-19 

prevalence level of close to 40% (Tétaud and Spiegel 2020). This 

means considerable spreading of the virus within the population, 

which is trending towards a level experts would label as herd im-

munity (but see Fontanet and Cauchemez 2020). Madagascar has 

officially accounted for less than 300 deaths. Taking this number 

with a grain of salt, the reason may be found in its demographic 

profile: some 60% of 27 million inhabitants are of age 25 or 

younger, while the higher covid-19 risk groups (>55 years) comprise 

less than 10% of the population. Science still needs to find the an-

swer to this question and many more (e.g., Nordling 2020, Zeberg 

and Pääbo 2020).

A rare positive note emerging from this pandemic: Science 

emerges as a winner. Never in human history was the development 

of vaccines—a global race leading to some +150 candidates, some 

with >90% effectiveness—so fast and efficient. It took science less 

than 11 months from the discovery of this new virus to the distri-

bution of the vaccines. This is truly remarkable and a result of inter-

national collaborations. Now that first candidates are already on the 

market, it remains to be seen how distribution of these vaccines 

will play out. How collaborative will human society actually be? 

Who will get a shot first? Who will have to pay for it and how 

much? More importantly, who will likely never get a chance to be 

vaccinated against covid-19? We refrain from conspiracies, but pol-

itics has shown in this spectral year of 2020, that, if anything, it can 

be extremely disruptive and divisive—take the USA as a sully ex-

ample. To date, 7.48 billion vaccine doses have been pre-pur-

chased. Some 40% may go to middle- and low-income countries 

that account for some 85% of the world population (So and Woo 

2020). Nine out of 10 people from 67 low- and middle-income 

countries are set to miss out on the covid-19 vaccination in 2021. 

Madagascar is one of those (Oxfam 2020). Sadly, maybe herd im-

munity—through exposure to the virus, not vaccination—might be 

a more realistic strategy after all for some countries.

A number of factors can come into play and potentially pave 

the way for the emergence of infectious diseases like covid-19. (1) 

The globe has become a village. Increased mobility allowed more 

than 4.5 billion passengers to fly in 2019. Within a day, one can hop 

around half the globe, and so can a virus. (2) Over half of the hu-

man population lives in urban areas. Increasingly high-density cities 

are an ideal habitat for a virus to jump from host to host. (3) Cli-

mate defines the biophysical boundaries that allow species or pop-

ulations to thrive. Climate change—leading to increased 

temperatures, changing rainfall patterns, increased frequency of 

extreme weather events—are shifting these boundaries (Ceballos 

et al. 2020, Watsa et al. 2020) and laying grounds for vectors—in-

sects, bats, people—and their diseases to spread and establish. (4) 

Digging deeper into natural habitats by ways of agricultural expan-

sion, infrastructure, and wood extraction—to mention the most 

salient direct drivers of deforestation—are increasingly exposing 

humans to zoonotic diseases. Wildlife trade is yet another means to 

bring humans directly in contact with animals—while calls for bans 

only risk undermining their purpose (Roe et al. 2020)—potentially 

further opening the doors to viruses spreading (McCleery et al. 

2020).

A tough year to say the least. The years to come, however, will 

only become more challenging. While we will eventually overcome 

this pandemic, the virus will likely remain amongst us, similarly to 

the flu viruses. A global economic depression is looming and recov-

ering from this will be a gargantuan task, while the pandemic may 

have revealed that our economic system is sick and not adapted to 

the survival of our species. The biggest threat to all life on Earth is 

already underway and will only grow in severity—the climate crisis. 

All in all, the perfect storm.
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