
 

 

2021 - the year alarm bells rang across the world heralding a new normal 

Dennis Sammut 

2021 is soon coming to an end. A year ago many were glad to see the back of 2020, which many 

associated with the breakout of the COVID-19 pandemic. There were optimistic predictions of 

rebuilding better, putting the pandemic behind us, and returning to that happy state of nirvana – 

normal life. It was not to be. If anything, 2021 has proven to be even more challenging than 2020. It 

has done something else – it has lain bare the vulnerabilities of humanity, and of the international 

order that presides over it. Yearning for the old normal is a useless task. 2021 has not been the end 

of many problems, on the contrary it has shown us we are only at the beginning of a series of 

problems and challenges that will put human kind to the test. Alarm bells have been ringing across 

the world telling us to prepare for the new normal where pandemics are a part of life; where climate 

change puts whole countries and communities at risk, and where peace is under threat and every 

country has to re-asses new risks to its security. 

The pandemic 

The COVID-19 pandemic has shaken the world more than any other event since WWII. It is the 

universality of the pandemic – there is hardly a country that has not been affected; the scale of the 

impact that it has had on the way people in many countries have conducted their life since its 

outbreak; and the sheer human cost – 280 million infected and 5.5 million dead, that puts the 

pandemic in a league of its own. This not to mention the mind boggling economic costs  running into 

trillions of dollars. What has changed in 2021 is that it became clear that this was not a short, one-off 

blip. The virus has proven resilient and adaptable, surging ahead of the scientific research and 

medical response. To the disbelief of many, millions of Europeans have had to spend their second 

Christmas under lockdown. What we have learnt from the pandemic so far indicates that other 

pandemics are now likely – and in close sequence to each other, putting at risk the health of 

humanity as never before, despite the leaps in scientific and medical knowledge.  

Climate Change 

The pandemic for a while took our attention away from climate change, but not for very long. 2021 

saw several examples of extreme and unprecedented weather that has made even the most sceptic 

stop and take notice. COP26 in Glasgow this autumn brought together world leaders in what was 

supposed to be a show of unity and resolve. The absence of some, the disagreements on key issues, 

and a general sense of lethargy in the response means that whilst everyone is more aware of the 

problem, not everyone is necessarily equally keen and committed about its solution.  

World Peace and Security at risk 

2021 will also be remembered through the images of the spectacular fall of Kabul to the Taliban – a 

visual reminder of the different America that is now a player on the world stage, and its limitations. 

What has changed is not America’s power, but its willingness to wield that power. The message from 

the world’s still only superpower to regional allies is to up their game and not rely on US endless 

support. This has very deep consequences for  many regions of the world, including Europe and the 

Middle East. Regardless of how elegant, or elegant-less, the US departure is – Afghanistan was a 

good example of the latter, the fact remains that it leaves a vacuum in many corners of the world, 

which different countries and regional groupings are now scrambling to fill. The US itself is re-

adjusting. The setting up of AUKUS in September created a stir, by the fact of those that it left out, as 

much as those that it included. 



 

 

The malintent of Russia and China, and the need to contain it 

The current metamorphosis in the US security posture is directly related to the realisation of the 

threat posed by Russia and China. 2021 was also perhaps the year in which the starkness of this 

threat became more evident as the malintent of Russia and China became clearer. 

Increasingly, Russia is a revisionist country ready to use all tools, including force, to restore its 

hegemony over its neighbouring countries. Whilst many knew this for a long time, recent statements 

from the Russian president and other Russian leaders, and intelligence reports suggesting an 

imminent Russian attack on Ukraine, has now fully exposed this threat.  

Similarly, China’s military build-up has been ongoing for a long time. But it is only recently that it 

became clear that China would be ready to use its new military might to pursue its ambitions in East 

Asia and beyond. Furthermore, China is now set to become the second global superpower, and in 

2021 we saw many example of its forward power projection. America may currently be the only 

superpower, but soon China will be in a position to break this monopoly, with consequences that are 

at best unpredictable. 

Regional conflicts are no longer “small local difficulties” 

In the meantime, in 2021 we have also seen a number of regional conflicts becoming more 

intractable. From the stand-off between Israel and Iran that can at any time engulf the entire Middle 

East in flames, to the increasingly dangerous conflicts in the Sahel and the Horn of Africa, to the 

seemingly endless conflict in Yemen, not to mention the ongoing tensions between India and China 

in the Himalayas – these regional conflicts can no longer be considered ‘small, local difficulties’. 

Whilst is also true that there have been some positive developments too: for example the restoration 

of solidarity between the GCC states, and the process of peace between Armenia and Azerbaijan – 

these have been the exceptions rather than the rule, and remain fragile. 

As 2021 comes to an end we cannot simply shrug our shoulders, and hope for a better new year, 

starting on 1 January. 2022 can only be better if the challenges identified so starkly in 2021 are 

properly understood, assessed and tackled.  A state of permanent global health crisis; a rapid 

deterioration in climate with costs that are too gruesome to contemplate; a chaotic international 

system where gains in the rights of people are unceremoniously reversed, or cancelled outright; a 

global war involving nuclear armed countries, and continued regional and local disputes that feed on 

global chaos, are now very much within the realm of the possible, and you do not need to have the 

skills of Nostradamus to visualise them.  

Human beings tend to adapt quickly to changing circumstances. Adapting to the new normal will take 

a while longer because the changes we are likely to have to make to the way we live and we organise 

ourselves – as countries as much as individuals – are going to be deep-rooted and extensive. The 

situation demands smart and wise leaders able to take difficult decisions, and structures and 

individuals that are able to sustain them when possible and to hold them to account when necessary. 

Are there enough visionary statesman and stateswomen, able scientists, genuine and smart political, 

religious, cultural and business leaders, and committed thinkers and activists to help avert a 

calamity? In 2022 we will start seeing the first answers to that question.  
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