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PORTUGAL, A SUCCESS IN THE 
FIGHT AGAINST THE COVID-19 

PANDEMIC? 
 

o date, Portugal has been widely 

touted as a success story in the fight 

against the Covid-19 pandemic. I am 

not here to dispute this, but rather to 

explain, on the one hand, what has been 

done and, on the other, how we feel about 

the role played by the international 

community and the European Union.  

 

At the time of writing, the country had just 

over 500 deaths and 15,000 cases, and there 

was a trend towards stabilization of the 

curve and a significant drop in new cases. 

The difference in comparison with Spain, 

Italy or France is very clear even if we have 

to take into account Portugal's lower 

demography: just over 10 million 

inhabitants. Even if a comparison is made in 

relative terms, the Portuguese figures are 

much lower than those of neighbouring 

countries. This is all the more impressive if 

we take into account that the level of 

development, expressed in terms of GDP 

per capita, is lower than the European 

average, €23,000 compared to €30,200. 

Moreover, Portugal's population is very old, 

an age segment, for the most part, housed in 

retirement homes in religious or private 

institutions, which do not necessarily have 

the necessary protective equipment for 

carers and residents. In fact, one in eight 

deaths related to Covid-19 has occurred in 

nursing homes.  

 

It should be recalled that the economic 

crisis of 2008 hit Portugal in a particularly 

violent way, leading to the implementation 

of economic austerity policies. While these 

policies led to a sharp reduction in wages 

and a drastic increase in unemployment, 

they also affected the public sector, leading 

to cuts in investment and dubious 

privatisations which ultimately impacted 

the very quality of public services.  

This period also resulted in a significant 

loss of human capital, leading to an 

economic exodus of hundreds of thousands 

of skilled young people. This brain drain 

was particularly noticeable in the health 

sector where recently qualified doctors and 

nurses left the country; in the most extreme 

cases, salaries of Portuguese nurses had 

reached 6€/hour. For the anecdote, the nurse 

to whom the British Prime Minister, Boris 

Johnson, paid tribute on leaving hospital is 

Portuguese! Today, the Portuguese diaspora 

numbers about 5 million people. In fact, it 

is the return of these people for the Easter 

holidays that is causing fears of a second 

wave of the epidemic.  

 

Added to this is the fact that recently, on 

several occasions, the country has had to 

face several large fires, the cost of which in 

both human and financial terms have been 

dramatically high. Furthermore, Portugal 

has had almost no recent experience in 

dealing with health problems, as most of the 

major public health challenges of the last 

two decades have spared the country. The 

decisive element in managing the epidemic 

was surely the determination of public 

intervention and, above all, the timing when 

it began, while other countries were 

hesitating about the procedures to be put in 

place. Moreover, despite successive 

disinvestments, the National Health Service 

- created after the 1974 revolution - consists 

of excellent professionals who were ready 

to coordinate a general intervention by all 

medical services. 

 

The mobilization of society, which 

followed the indications issued by the 

public authorities by placing its trust in the 

political authorities, was also very 

impressive. At the same time, the vast 

majority of the opposition to Antonio 

Costa's minority government did not veto 
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the main decisions taken by the 

government. The first confirmed cases were 

mostly holidaymakers from Italy, which 

made it easier to identify their itinerary and 

to confine them immediately with the 

people they had encountered. The second 

stage in the spread of the virus began in the 

north of the country, where the industries 

collaborating with those in northern Italy 

are located.  

 

Despite the lack of available equipment, 

testing started quickly (by way of 

comparison, Portugal carries out 9.8 tests 

per 1000 inhabitants, Spain 7.6, France 3.3, 

Italy 12.5) as did the preparation of 

hospitals and medical centres to deal with a 

situation in which the police, the army and 

all volunteers, especially retired doctors and 

nurses, had to be used. On March 18, the 

government announced self-administered, 

self-regulated confinement, with partial 

limitations for those over 70 years of age. 

The declaration of a state of emergency at 

the same time strengthened the 

implementation of all these measures. 

Airports were closed, the border with Spain 

was brought under control, and a ban on 

leaving one' s municipality was also 

introduced. 35,000 gendarmes and police 

were mobilized to impose the quarantine 

measures. Confinement has been extended 

several times and could last until 1 May.  

 

From Portugal's point of view, a very 

striking thing at first seemed to be the 

fragility of the international organisations 

and especially the WHO, as well as the 

response of certain leaders of a few 

countries who seemed to underestimate the 

seriousness of the situation. In Portugal, 

where the authorities reacted particularly 

quickly, there was a feeling of 

disorganization and hesitation. 

 

As for the European Union, unfortunately 

we feel that nothing has worked as we might 

have expected. What Europe has lacked is a 

coordinated response in terms of both health 

measures and the purchase of equipment, 

and the coordination of industries. Ensuring 

competitively priced supplies in sufficient 

quantities, in suddenly very competitive 

markets, was extremely important.  

 

The pandemic is creating terrible economic 

problems, which are already highly visible 

in terms of unemployment and the closure 

of businesses, hotels and restaurants. Initial 

estimates for the first half of the year, like 

the rest of the world, point to a sharp fall in 

GDP and an exceptionally severe economic 

recession can be expected. Portugal will be 

particularly affected by the decline in 

tourism - according to the latest official 

data, the tourism sector contributed 14.6% 

to GDP in 2018. In this context, a 

programme modelled on the Marshall Plan 

for Europe seems absolutely necessary. The 

European Union has the necessary means. 

After all, the founding Treaties point to the 

fact that the Union is built on the objectives 

of solidarity and well-being of the peoples 

of its Member States. Paradoxically, we feel 

that some of these countries, which are 

among the great beneficiaries of the single 

market, continue to refuse to take the 

exceptional measures that would be 

necessary for Europe to maintain its 

standard of living and its leading role in the 

world. The measures resulting from the 

Eurogroup meeting and presented as an 

acceptable agreement, as well as the 

promise of very relaxed conditionality, are 

now not enough.  

 

Seen from Portugal, the response, implying 

that debt mutualisation is still out of the 

question, is too timid a step. It must be said 

that this comes on top of the fact that the 

management of the 2008 economic crisis 

leaves most Portuguese with a rather bitter 

taste in their mouth.  
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