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AM: American unemployment is rocketing, China’s economy is 

shrinking for the first time in nearly three decades and the 

Eurozone faces pressures of a kind it’s never had before. That all 

points in one direction, a global recession as a result of the 

pandemic. All this may mean we see a very different world, politics 

ahead as well. Earlier on I talked to Angel Gurria, Secretary-

General of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 

Development; the OECD. How bad, I asked him, is this recession 

going to be? 

AG: It’s very bad and it’s going to be very bad but it’s not the 

Great Depression. It’s a recession and the difference is that the 

Great Depression lasted for four years and then of course we had 

a very bad few years after that. This should be addressed in less 

time than that and then the depth of the drop would be less, but 

it’s still 2020 is going to be a year in which there’s going to be 

negative growth throughout and there’s going to be a lot of 

wounds, hopefully scars by 2021 and 2022.  

 

AM: And a lot of people fear mass unemployment, particularly in 

the United States, in Europe, Britain and around the world. 

AG: That’s already happening. Actually what we have is a situation 

where as the virus advances and as the crisis advances we’re 

actually having the immediate consequences on the economic 

side, i.e. unemployment and then the  survival or not of hundreds 

of thousands, maybe millions of a small and medium enterprises 

and even very large enterprises related to some of the more 

vulnerable sectors like tourism, travel, restaurants etcetera. 
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AM: And so the  really crucial question I suppose is when 

countries unlock again and get their economies moving again – 

President Trump want businesses in America to start to reopen 

next week. All around the world countries are trying to get the 

balance between saving lives and saving their economies. What’s 

your overall advice to developed countries in particular? 

AG: That’s a false dilemma. You don’t separate the question 

between the crisis and the virus and the economy, they are 

absolutely related. The faster we deal with the virus and the faster 

we finish with the plague, then the faster it will be to get the 

economy back in shape and the less expensive it will be, the less 

costly it will be. 

 

AM: So it follows from what you’re saying that countries should 

not unlock until they are confident that the virus has been safely 

defeated at home? 

AG: I absolutely would say so, and what I see also is  perhaps a 

stop and so process where you have stable numbers on the 

contagion and on hospital admittance and then even deaths, then 

you start to open gradually. Then there maybe some return to 

higher numbers and then you stop again. So this is not a science, 

it’s going to be maybe  trial and error but that’s how I see that it’s 

going to happen. I think it’s perfectly legitimate that people want 

to reopen, of course we all want to go out, we all want to work, 

we all want to do what we do every day.  However, the cost can 

be very high if you get it wrong. So let’s err on the side or 

prudence.  

 

AM: Indeed. Now like all countries really Britain has spent a huge 

amount of money trying to support businesses and individuals in 

this moment and there’s fears by some people in the Treasury that 

Britain is running out of ammunition. After this all countries are 

going to have to decide how to pay for it. Some countries may go 

for what we would call austerity, spending cuts going forward as a 

way of paying for it. Others will simply want to roll over the debt 
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further and further into the future. Again, from the perspective of 

the OECD what’s the right answer? 

AG: That’s the economic consequences of the virus, of the crisis, 

but first governments have a duty to protect. That is first and 

foremost their duty. And therefore yes, we’re all going to end up 

this with higher levels of debt for government, higher levels of 

debt for corporations, maybe even higher levels of debt for 

households, but that is the price we’re all going to have to pay in 

order to deal with the crisis itself. And also hopefully to avoid a 

second wave. 

 

AM: Can I ask you a very simple, possibly a silly question. If 

everybody owes a lot of debt, who do they owe it to? 

AG: It will depend. Governments may owe it to the markets, to 

the investors who pick up the government debts, you know 

treasury bills and treasury bonds etcetera, or to the central banks. 

Because now the central banks are very aggressively and actively 

and appropriately I would say, buying government debt in order to 

help absorb the market impact. And they’re also buying by the 

way private debt and even have announced that they will do 

household debt. They are doing the right thing. We should throw 

everything we’ve got at this phenomenon and help the 

consequences to be less dire. 

 

AM: One positive thing out of all of this is that we’re seeing all 

around the world that if governments have a real challenge then 

they can change direction quite fast and do things very big. Now 

Mark Carney, who was Governor of the  Bank of England has said 

in The Economist after this crisis he thinks, ‘it’s reasonable to 

expect that people demand greater attention to be paid to risk and 

more heed to be given to scientists,’ and he says, ‘the great test 

of whether this new hierarchy of values will prevail is climate 

change.’  Do you believe that this is a chance for the world to 

reset on climate change? 



4 
ANGEL GURRIA, Secretary-General of the OECD 
 

AG:  I think we should not forget about the medium and long term 

challenges when we are fighting the virus, when we are fighting 

this war, this immediate war. There is one which is our single 

most important intergenerational responsibility which is to 

preserve the planet for the next generation and that has to do of 

course not only with climate, it has to do with biodiversity, it has 

to do with the oceans, it has to do with the soil, it has to do with 

the air, so yes, we absolutely have to focus on the fact that there 

are other issues, there are other fights that we have to fight. 

 

Ends  


