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Pandemic Responses rooted in Trust

I would like to reflect on the successes and failures
of the Swedish Government's response to COVID-19 so
far. I want to begin by addressing a common
misperception of Swedish policy, to the effect that it is
specifically targeting herd immunity.

It is important to note that the Swedish Government
has always had the same goals as most other countries,
which are to limit the spread of the virus in society,
and to mitigate its economic impact. More specifically,
the government's strategy aims to: 1) Limit the
spread of infection in the country and relieve the
pressure on the healthcare system; 2) Ensure that
health and medical care resources are available; 3)
Limit the impact on critical services (healthcare, police,
energy supply, communications, transport and food
supply systems, etc.); 4) Alleviate the impact on
people and businesses; 5) Ease concern by
continuously providing clear and correct information on
what measures are being taken and why to all the
people in Sweden; and 6) Implement the right
measures at the right time.

When Sweden declared a national health emergency
in February, its strategy was, from the very beginning,
to make sure that the healthcare system could cope
while limiting the infection. The strategy was also to
ensure the at-risk groups in society, the sick and
elderly, particularly those over the age of 70, were
properly protected.

However, as this is not something that can be
overcome in a matter of months, we believe a long-
term approach that minimizes economic and social
disruption is equally important. This is one of the main
reasons why Sweden never locked down, and never
closed schools. A major factor in the decision not to
close schools was labor. In Sweden, housewives and
househusbands are rare, as everyone works. Closing

schools would cause enormous social disruption,

Pereric Hogberg

Ambassador of Sweden to Japan

including in the area of healthcare, where many nurses
are parents. To cope in a manner sustainable over the
long-term, then, schools needed to remain open, and
this had nothing to do with herd immunity.

The Swedish government is currently forming a joint
commission together with the opposition party to
evaluate its approach so far. The government is
confident about its strategy nonetheless.

Alternatively, one area in which we can identify a
clear failure is in Sweden’s relatively high death rate of
over 500 per million inhabitants, whereas in Japan, for
example, that number is only 7.8 (as of July 20)%. The
deaths reported have mainly occurred among the
elderly. Prime Minister Stefan Lofven has stated that
this is a failure of the caring facilities in not being able
to prevent the virus from getting into places like
nursing homes, rather than the government's strategy
itself. This comment does not mean that the
government is seeking to avoid taking responsibility;
rather, we couldn’'t foresee the problem. The
government has now taken steps to address this
problem with a ban on visits to nursing homes that will
hopefully better protect the elderly.

Although there is still work to be done to bring the
death rate down, Swedish policy has generally walked
the line between enacting the minimum number of
legal restrictions or recommendations while keeping
schools and businesses open and public transportation
running.

Sweden’s response to COVID-19 may be exceptional
in the international context. The approach was decided
by the Swedish constitution, which guarantees the
freedom of movement of citizens, making nationwide
lockdowns impossible. The Swedish government is not
allowed to declare a state of emergency in peacetime.
Furthermore, we have a very decentralized system,

which is also guaranteed by the Constitution. For
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example, elderly care facilities and schools are not
administered by central government but rather by
local governments, and the central government can
only issue recommendations. Additionally, the functions
of the government and ministries are limited, allowing
public agencies and expert authorities to make policy
decisions. To roll out the COVID-19 strategy, the
government listened to the Public Health Agency of
Sweden, which is run by epidemiologists, and decisions
regarding the number of people that can gather in
public, or the decision to close elderly care homes,
were based on their opinions.

Another key to understanding why Sweden has
reacted the way it has is the level of trust people in
Sweden have in government agencies. Swedish society
is built on a long history of trust between the
government and the people, something a mandatory
lockdown would undermine. The most effective way to
deal with a virus is not to lock down, as you cannot
arrest a virus, but to foster the trust of every person
living in the society, to encourage them to cooperate
with government policy and behave in a way that will
limit the spread of the virus.

This trust wasn't built in a day; it has developed over
the last two centuries of Swedish history via the peace
secured through our neutrality, the push for universal
education in the mid-19th century, the realization of
universal suffrage in 1921, and the development of the
welfare state during the 20th century. All of this was
the result of a bottom-up movement, with the people
putting pressure on the government. This has created
an environment in which the government tends to be
very in tune with the people, resulting in the people
having a high level of trust in their government, and
confidence in public institutions such as the civil
service.

The strength of the Swedish approach can be seen in
the healthcare system, where we were able to avoid a
collapse, quickly raise the number of ICU beds to meet
the increased demand, and repurpose existing facilities
such as expo centers to alleviate pressure on hospitals.

At the same time, our centralized emergency system

successfully coordinated between hospitals ensuring
there was never a scenario where ambulances didn't
know where to go. Patients’ medical records are also
available digitally via their Swedish Social Security
Number, allowing for the best possible care.

Examining the Japanese pandemic response from a
Swedish perspective, I see many commonalities. Both
emphasized an approach based on trust, voluntary
cooperation and personal responsibility. An example of
this is how after Japan declared a state of emergency,
many businesses voluntarily closed. Another area in
which Japan has been doing very well is its
commitment to a multilateral approach. Japan
participates in the EU Coronavirus Global Response
Conference, contributes to the GAVI effort to find a
vaccine, and has stood firmly behind the WHO,
resisting calls by some countries for retrenchment.
From my point of view, Japan's response domestically
and internationally has been very good.

The one thing I do think has been unfortunate, and
honestly a little surprising, is the fact that the Japanese
people do not seem particularly happy with their
government’s approach. Given how well Japan looks
compared to much of the rest of the world, I can't help
but wonder just what is it that the Japanese people
would have liked their government to do.

The pandemic, while tragic, has provided us with a
once-in-a-generation opportunity to forge a new and
better normal through digitalization. People are
suddenly asking themselves why they commute 90
minutes a day, why they have to be present physically
for what could be done over email or video conference.
We can build a more environmentally sustainable
society by accelerating the process of digital
transformation. I believe Sweden is uniquely positioned
to lead this charge. Even before the pandemic, working
from home was common; medical records were also
digitalized, tied to Social Security Numbers and easily
accessible to enable optimization of care. It's not
perfect - sometimes I feel the Swedish tax authority
knows more about me than I do - but it has good

consequences, and it is something to build on.



That said, in the digital age, many people are rightly
concerned about their privacy and the security of their
information. However, in an era in which people
willingly put much of their lives on social media and
carry smartphones that can track them if inadequately
secured, we must also be rational. This means striking
a balance between preventing abuse and instilling
public confidence, while maximizing the opportunities
offered by the digital transformation.

I believe that as we are still in the middle of the
pandemic, it is too early for a definitive evaluation.
However, in closing, Sweden and Japan share an
approach to the pandemic rooted in trust in the people

and voluntary responsibility. We are united in our

belief that multilateral cooperation is key to
overcoming this crisis. This virus knows no borders
and no nations, and thus we must work together to

build a better tomorrow.

Note
1 The interview was held in June, however this paper was revised based on the
information available at the time of publication.

Pereric Hogberg

Ambassador Hogberg was appointed Sweden’'s ambassador to
Japan in fall 2019. He has served in positions including as
First Secretary of the Embassy of Sweden in South Africa,
Director of the International Division of the Swedish Arts
Council, Director of the Africa Department of the Swedish
Ministry for Foreign Affairs, and as Sweden's Ambassador to
Vietnam.
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