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The COVID-19 pandemic has had an immense impact on
societies around the world, but this major health emergency
is just one of a series of global crises that have seriously
undermined progress towards the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) and the plan of action for people, planet,
prosperity, peace and partnerships elaborated in the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development. The world's societies
and the challenges they face are becoming increasingly
complex, and an obvious question is whether the current
model of operation for the public sector is fit for future
purposes. As part of this analysis, it is fair to ask whether
the public sector has handled the recent crises effectively,
as a review of actions taken can provide an indication of
existing competencies. A related question refers to how the
world can prepare for future crises, even though it is known
that preventing a crisis is better than having to resolve one.
It is (hopefully) a shared belief that achieving most or all of
the SDGs can help prevent future crises—or at least increase
the capacities of societies and the resilience of institutions
so that they can better navigate any crisis that may occur.

The recent global crises have had a mixed impact on public
sector operations. During the pandemic, the core functions
of public institutions—including service delivery, lawmaking
and policymaking—were negatively affected in a number of
ways. However, this was also a period of promising advances,
as managing the pandemic brought about innovations in
administrative management and stakeholder engagement,
increased transparency and accountability, and a growing
awareness of the need for new systems and approaches.?

Public sector systems and institutions differ in terms of
their legal framework, their historical development, and the
cultural traditions on which they are based. A certain level
of variability is expected; however, there are agreed-upon
international standards—including the United Nations principles
of effective governance for sustainable development-that
provide a strong framework and solid benchmarks for good
public administration, management and governance.® Having
an objective point of reference makes it possible to assess
what works and what does not work under which conditions
so that Governments can learn from one another’s experiences.
A review of effective COVID-19 responses highlights the
importance of three key objectives:

* Responding rapidly to crises;

* Managing crises effectively;

e Establishing fit-for-purpose systems to prepare for future
systemic shocks.

While most Governments now have a good deal of experience
with crisis response and management and have integrated
and institutionalized successful innovations in public sector
operations, relatively few have experience with future crisis
planning. As illustrated by recent crises, systemic shocks require
robust public sector responses since these shocks destabilize
entire societies and States and can even affect other countries
and have global repercussions. One of the major lessons
learned from recent crises is that it is vital to prepare for what
may be referred to as “turbulence governance™ by setting up
systems capable of containing and handling systemic shocks.

Rapid crisis response is essential

Risk and impact assessments indicate that rapid response is
essential for reducing negative impacts. Experience with recent
crises shows that few public sectors can list a fast reaction
time as one of their key competencies.® In the case of the
COVID-19 pandemic, many developed countries demonstrated
a lack of readiness—even with risk assessments, national
modelling and scenarios, and roadmaps based on previous
disasters.® Some of the countries in Asia that had previously
dealt with SARS were a step ahead in some respects as they
could institutionalize some of their earlier response strategies,
particularly with regard to monitoring, testing and tracing.

Evidence to this point suggests that the speed with which
Governments react to a major disaster and make decisions
to move forward with significant interventions depends on
the following:’

e Rapid recognition of crisis status, a strong understanding
of its implications, and acknowledgement of its urgency
among relevant decision makers;

e The conviction that crisis policy measures are available
and appropriate;

e The status of the decision-making architecture (actors
and their relationships).

Certain other variables can also affect the speed of response,
including the degree of centralization or decentralization,
the extent of fragmentation or coordination, whether the
governance culture is characterized by tradition or adaptability,
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whether there is an openness to learning and a willingness
to experiment and innovate, and where the public sector
stands in terms of crucial capacity.

In her 150-country comparative study on crisis response
times, Marlene Jugl observes that having a dedicated ministry
tasked with crisis response can have “a substantial accelerating
effect of several days on crisis response”® She cites evidence
indicating that countries with a separate health ministry, for
example, are able to respond more rapidly to health crises.
When future crises hit and there is no distinct ministry or
agency capable of fast monitoring and response, reaction
times may be slower.

Horizontal fragmentation and specialization can have positive
or negative implications for response time, depending on
the level of coordination and prioritization. For example,
specialization can be an advantage if it is linked to the type
of crisis occurring, though efforts are sometimes concentrated
in one area at the expense of other, related policy domains
(with health being prioritized over economics and education,
for example). Vertical fragmentation and decentralization can
inhibit fast response, though decentralization (depending on
the degree of autonomy) can also allow some regions to
act more quickly.

Governments may learn from their own or others’ past
experiences with similar or different types of crises. In the
case of COVID-19, it seems that “intra-crisis cross-border
learning was more significant than inter-crisis learning from
own experience with past epidemics”.

There are some important lessons that can be learned from
past experience. One of the main takeaways here is that having
a dedicated crisis-related agency can speed up crisis response.
Since crises take many forms and can have a serious impact
on specific sectors, it would be wise for Governments to create
a flexible matrix-type tool to set up permanent specialized
task forces for different types of possible crises such as cyber
collapse, extreme weather events and pandemics.’

Managing and containing “classical” crises

The design of regulatory systems governing health and other
crises varies across countries.'® When the pandemic hit, many
of those with traditional crisis management systems in place
were initially resistant to change; however, innovative solutions
were needed to address the unique challenges associated with
this unprecedented crisis. There emerged a greater willingness
to explore and experiment with new ideas and to introduce
changes in the administrative and managerial culture within the
public sector; thinking outside the box and creative problem-
solving were often encouraged. Ad hoc solutions that proved
successful need to be formally integrated and made part of
standard operating procedures in crisis management systems.

Steps should be taken to institutionalize innovations relating
to digital readiness, adaptability, simplified procurement,
co-creation and co-production, citizen engagement and
participation, staff mobility, and communication.!

Digital readiness improved during the pandemic, as evidenced
by the increased use and relative normalization of, for
example, virtual meetings, electronic signatures and digital
identification, paperless decision flows, and online health-care
provision (telemedicine). However, the digital divide became
more apparent in key areas, including education (online
teaching and learning), health-care access, and mobility (the
transportation of people and goods). Digital privacy also
became a major issue, as a key component of the pandemic
response involved accessing and sharing personal health
data. There were concerns that database connections used
for contact tracing could be used for other purposes as well.
In some countries, special legislation was adopted to protect
digital security and privacy.

Logistical speed and efficiency became particularly important
during the pandemic. Governments were able to simplify
procurement processes without compromising tendering
procedures. Governments invoked force majeure to introduce
changes intended to streamline operations. Systems were
created to ensure the delivery of critical goods and services,
and administrative processes—including those governing
tenders and public procurement-were adapted to improve
speed and flexibility within the public sector.

Co-creation, co-production, engagement and participation
were assigned greater priority during the pandemic. The
lockdowns and other restrictions on public movement and
contact disrupted social interactions—including those between
the public sector and the users of public services. Many
countries and their institutions acted quickly to establish
participatory processes in a number of sectors, including
health, education and mobility.

Staff mobility within the public sector improved significantly
during the pandemic. Under the traditional system, personnel
assignments and movements tended to be sclerotic and
to occur within silos. However, when gaps needed to be
filled to ensure effective governance and business continuity,
new opportunities opened up for staff reallocation and
reassignment (driven by both institutional exigencies and
individual volunteerism).

The lessons learned with regard to adjusting traditional practices
may be summarized as follows: Governments should establish a
problem-solving culture that supports and facilitates innovation,
and flexible but transparent procedures should be adopted for
the creative allocation of human resources, for maintaining a
tendering system that allows public institutions to make best
use of all available capacity in the market, and for actively
promoting different productive partnerships between national
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and local governments, non-governmental organizations and
private sector actors to strengthen service delivery.

Preparing public sectors for future global and
systemic crises

Classical bureaucracies need to introduce systemic changes not
only for crisis management but also for the implementation
of “turbulence governance” for crisis preparedness. Growing
public awareness that the State and the public sector were
not only part of the solution but were actually best situated
and qualified to take the lead in addressing crisis-related
challenges went a long way towards restoring the legitimacy
of State authority. To maintain the trust of the public and
its belief in the dedication and competence of government
authorities and institutions, the public sector will need to
consolidate innovations into a fit-for-future-purpose governance
system that can handle systemic shocks and turbulence while
also maintaining effective day-to-day service delivery. The
three reforms suggested below can support the creation and
maintenance of such a system.

Shift from sequential thinking (normal-crisis-normal-crisis-
normal governance) to simultaneous thinking (combining
normal service delivery with sustained crisis governance).

Governments should take steps to modify their public
sector systems and operations so that they are flexibly able
to combine routine service delivery with key elements of
crisis governance. This will require some innovation around
the allocation of personnel, project structuring, horizontal
budgeting, and the creation of peer learning opportunities
both within and outside institutions, sectors and countries.
Public administrations should prepare themselves to engage
in more complex decision-making based on improved access
to different and more granular data.

Implement the United Nations principles of effective
governance for sustainable development'? in order to
strengthen and preserve public trust.

National and subnational governments that are invested in
promoting peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable
development, providing access to justice for all and building
effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels
(SDG 16) will have the tools they need to achieve the other
SDGs and handle major crises.

and Achieve the Sustainable Development Goals? | 161

The United Nations has set out 11 principles of effective
governance for sustainable development that are aligned
with the objectives of SDG 16 (and all other SDGs). There
is strong emphasis on enhancing public trust in government
by focusing on responsibility, accountability, effectiveness and
inclusion—four key concepts highlighted in SDG 16. Trust in
public institutions and belief in their legitimacy are needed to
implement the necessary societal and institutional changes.’®

The Committee of Experts on Public Administration has
produced a variety of strategy guidance notes that provide
numerous concrete examples and cases illustrating front-line
best practices.’ The United Nations recognizes noteworthy
achievement through its annual Public Sector Award. The 10
winners for 2022-Thailand, the Philippines, Ukraine, Brazil,
India, Canada, Saudi Arabia, Poland, Panama and Ireland—offer
a look at creative best practices that integrate the principles
of effective governance for sustainable development to ensure
that public service provision is inclusive and equitable and
that public sector institutions are effective and responsive.’

Practise whole-of-government strategies within whole-of-
society approaches

Within public administrations, horizontal and vertical
concertation, coordination, cooperation and integration
generally intensify when there is a crisis to be managed
and become even stronger when there is a systemic shock
that needs to be addressed. However, individual practical
experiences do not necessarily offer definitive solutions, as
the structural features of government systems vary widely,
and what works in one setting might not work in another.
Across the board, however, horizontal interactions need to be
consolidated within a whole-of-society approach, while a whole-
of-government approach should inform vertical interactions.
Institutionalizing stakeholder engagement for the pursuit of a
shared objective is crucial.’® Special attention should be given
to strengthening and supporting local governments because
of their proximity to citizens. A whole-of-government/whole-
of-society approach will require more diversity and flexibility
to promote collaborative governance within the public sector
and between the public sector, the private sector and social
networks."”
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