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The United States declared a national emergency two months ago to tackle the 

spread of the Covid-19 pandemic which has taken the world by a storm. The virus 

that was initially downplayed and mocked by President Trump has hit the US more 

strongly than any other country and has become a test case for President Trump in 

this election year.  

Current Status 

The death toll due to the virus in the US has cost more than 90,000 lives with 1,556,603 confirmed 

cases in the US as of May 21.1 The pandemic has caused chaos at all levels and has resulted in 

significant economic crisis with an ever-increasing unemployment rate. Trump administration’s 

response remains that of confusion, denial, and mixed messages. President Trump and his 

administration’s initial response to the virus was nothing more than statements and point-scoring. 

The denial of the intensity of the virus only paved the way for more layers of dysfunctional 

responses. The Trump administration was notified of the severity of the outbreak by the US agencies 

as early as January 3, 2020;2 yet the alarm was taken lightly as harmless flu and not as an immediate 

threat.   

                                                      
1
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Many forecast models already suggest a bleak scenario of 100,000 to 240,000 deaths in the coming 

months, a figure that will eclipse the death toll of any other country hit by the virus,3 while the fate 

of many others remains unknown. Trump initially regarded it as a hoax and called it a ‘Chinese virus’4 

mocking the severity of the situation. Even after its spread, the administration’s attitude remained 

‘self-centred, haphazard and tone-deaf,’5  that has eventually cost the US not just billions of dollars 

but also many deaths  which could have been prevented. 

Challenges 

Since mid-March, most US government officials started to acknowledge the magnitude of the crisis, 

one that required a response of enormous scope.6 The inapt response by the Trump administration 

has increased the severity of the challenges that the US is facing today and the ones that it will face 

in the long-term. The current US health crisis can be traced back a year and a half in 2018, when 

President Trump authorized his then-National Security Adviser, John Bolton, to abolish the National 

Security Council’s global health security unit and demote its pandemic experts.7 Some of the 

challenges are highlighted below: 

1. Testing: Testing of the virus remains a top challenge. New estimates suggest that the US 

needs to triple its testing capability in order to phase out its social distancing measures.8 As 

the pandemic reached the US, the CDC announced that only certain individuals with recent 

travel history, especially from China or someone who has come in contact with an individual 

travelling from China remains at the risk of infection and requires a test. Strict rules were 

put into action by US institutions like the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) limiting a 

certain number of labs to develop tests and kits distributed by the CDC. The strategy of kit 
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development made it difficult and challenging for the hospitals and labs in the universities to 

develop and run as a test as it not only required FDA approval, but also a live virus and its 

genetic sequencing for pilot testing which the FDA did not allow.  

2. Unemployment: The second biggest challenge to US is the stark increase in the 

unemployment rate that stands above 14% as it lost more than 20 million jobs.9 Even before 

the pandemic, America was seeing a stark decline in jobs. The American job market has seen 

historical decline going from great to broken in just two months of the Covid-19 spread. 

Businesses are closed in response to the spread of the pandemic while many workers have 

been laid-off to the point that it wiped out 10 years of job gains in two months.  

3. Unemployment Claims: According to the statistics shown by the US Department of Labor, 1 

in every 5 Americans have filed for unemployment benefits since March, while the count of 

the first time filers crossed 3.2 million totalling to more than 36 million jobless claims.10 

4. Funds Cut: In the wake of the Corona pandemic, differences between the White House and 

the public health agencies increased over funding, provision of adequate protective gear, 

and emergency supplies, that have left America’s health-care system crippled. Earlier, funds 

cuts were made by the Trump administration in a few of their major health departments 

such as the Center for Disease Control, funding for state and local preparedness, and the 

Hospital Preparedness Program within Health and Human Services. While many key federal 

government positions including several high-level global health roles remain vacant.11  

5. Increased Death Toll: According to the CDC data, the death toll from the coronavirus is far 

higher then the data reported.12 The death toll according to many news sources has now 
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surpassed 100,000,13 while many models suggest that the death toll will increase to 143,360 

by August. 

Response 

America’s response, or the lack of it, had already begun to raise alarms at the efficacy of the Trump 

administration at the beginning of the crisis. The failure of the institutions in the US, starting from 

the President’s office to the Center for Disease Control (CDC) to mitigate a collective response 

brought the country at the brink of a pandemic disaster. The country that was seen as best prepared 

to fight any pandemic with the help of the financial and medical resources it possesses, has adopted 

many desperate measures including travel bans, bounding 328 million (2019 estimates) Americans 

to their homes, and putting commerce to a near halt. Leaders across the states in the US blame 

President Trump for conveying contradictory messages, that effect the measures being taken on the 

ground.  

The first few months were spend issuing of mix and confusing statements by President Trump on 

several occasions. Subsequently, the administration’s response became widespread with no clear 

policy outline, gaining a lot of criticism as the administration engaged in contradictory statements 

and unclear economic bailout plans. This left the administration’s bureaucratic machinery to get in 

action and chart a course of action that made way for cascading failures:  

1. Denial and Confusion:  Soon after the CDC issued its first warning, the Trump administration 

response was of denial and confusion.  Many observers and analysts viewed the approach as 

weak and that President Trump has single-handedly tarnished US’s outsized competence 

and influence. The government’s response not only squandered public confidence but also 

made a more measured reaction untenable. Trump is being held responsible for the 

situation in the US.14 

2. Travel Ban: Soon after a travel advisory ban was issued under Trump’s Executive Order, 

entry into the US was blocked for anyone who has been in China in the last 14 days, while it 

did not apply to the US residents and family members or spouses of US residents or citizens. 

The ban was extended to Europe as it saw an increase in cases.  

                                                      
13
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CNN, May 28, 2020, https://edition.cnn.com/2020/05/27/health/us-coronavirus-wednesday/index.html 
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3. Production of Test Kits: After the malfunction of the test kits prepared by the CDC, the FDA 

loosened its restrictions on test development kits and authorized other specialized labs to 

develop tests. 

4. Emergency Bill: With the deteriorating health crisis in early March, the Trump 

administration passed an emergency bill of $8.3 billion to aid the response to the virus.  

5. National Emergency: A national emergency was issued in mid-March by the Trump 

administration that granted access to $50 billion15 funds for the US states and territories and 

allowed waivers for doctors and hospitals in response to the virus.  

6. Emergency Spending Bill: By the end of March, both the US House and the Senate passed 

the emergency spending bill worth $2 trillion,16 which allowed up to $1,200 per person and 

$500 per child in the US making up to $150,000 a year. Small businesses were given access 

to over $377 bn in loans that can be forgiven, $454 bn worth of funds were made available 

for corporations, state and local governments, while the healthcare industry was given 

access to $180bn worth of funds under the bill.17 

7. Relief Package: To overcome the devastation caused by the virus, President Trump signed a 

$484 billion relief package18 into law in an attempt to rescue the US economy and health-

care system bludgeoned by the pandemic. The bill puts $370 billion into aid for small 

businesses while it grants $75 billion to hospitals and $25 billion for testing. 

The initial dysfunctional strategy to curtail the spread only added to the anxiety of the public health 

workers and the people who remained largely at risk of exposure to the virus. In the wake of the 

coronavirus pandemic, differences between the White House and the public health agencies 

increased over funding, provision of adequate protective gear, and emergency supplies, that has left 

America’s health-care system crippled.  
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The haphazard policy undertaken by Washington attributes to the loopholes in the Trump 

administration’s ability to cut red tape. The Trump administration failed to counter the growth of 

the virus, not only in terms of casualties both in preventable human deaths and preventable 

economic loss, but also failed to adapt and respond to the pandemic. The pervasiveness of the 

denial among many of Trump’s followers from early on in the outbreak, and their sharp pivot to 

finding fault with an old foe once the crisis deepened, is a pattern that one expert in the spread of 

misinformation said resembled a textbook propaganda campaign.19 Moreover, the Trump 

administration decided to halt the funding of the World Health Organization (WHO) pending a 

review during the crisis20, an action that can lead to devastating consequences in a time of the 

Corona pandemic. 
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