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Abstract

This article investigates the role of health diplomacy in shaping the responses to the
COVID-19 pandemic in Central Asia, the Caucasus, and Italy, with a particular focus on the
influence of Chinese strategies and their economic implications. Through a comparative
theoretical analysis, the study explores how these regions managed the crisis, highlighting
the intersection of healthcare policies, crisis management strategies, and international
diplomacy. The findings demonstrate the significant impact of Chinese health diplomacy,
particularly through vaccine distribution and medical aid, on the healthcare responses in
Central Asia and the Caucasus, and to a lesser extent in Italy. The economic ramifications
of these diplomatic efforts are also examined, revealing how health diplomacy has become
a pivotal tool in global health governance and regional influence. The article concludes with
policy recommendations, emphasizing the need for strengthened health diplomacy and

international cooperation in future global health crises.
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Introduction

Research Context

The COVID-19 pandemic has profoundly affected global healthcare systems, exposing
weaknesses in public health infrastructure and crisis management strategies across various
regions. Beyond the immediate health impacts, the pandemic has also brought to the forefront the
importance of health diplomacy where healthcare initiatives intersect with foreign policy and
international relations. This dynamic has been particularly evident in Central Asia, the Caucasus,
and ltaly, where the pandemic responses have been shaped by a complex interplay of domestic

policies and international influences.
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Central Asia and the Caucasus, regions with diverse political landscapes and emerging
economies, faced unique challenges during the pandemic. These challenges were exacerbated by
the need to secure external resources and navigate international relations, particularly in the
context of China's growing influence through health diplomacy. China's strategic deployment of
medical aid, vaccines, and expertise often referred to as "vaccine diplomacy" played a significant
role in shaping the pandemic responses in these regions. Meanwhile, Italy, one of the first and
hardest hit countries in Europe, engaged in health diplomacy within the context of European
solidarity, but also interacted with China in managing its healthcare crisis.

The economic impact of these diplomatic engagements cannot be overlooked. Health
diplomacy during the pandemic has not only facilitated the flow of critical medical supplies but has
also served as a tool for economic influence and geopolitical positioning. Understanding the
economic implications of health diplomacy, particularly in the context of Chinese influence, is

crucial for assessing the long-term impacts on regional stability and international relations.
Research Questions and Hypotheses

This article addresses the following research questions:

What are the key differences and similarities in healthcare policies, crisis management
strategies, and health diplomacy across Central Asia, the Caucasus, and Italy during the COVID-
19 pandemic?

To what extent did Chinese strategies, particularly in health diplomacy, influence the healthcare
and crisis management policies in these regions?

What are the economic implications of health diplomacy in shaping regional responses and
influencing global health governance?

The hypotheses are

H1: The distinct healthcare policies and crisis management strategies in Central Asia, the
Caucasus, and Italy are influenced by their unique political systems, healthcare infrastructures, and
economic conditions, with health diplomacy playing a key role in resource acquisition.

H2: Chinese health diplomacy significantly shaped the crisis management approaches in
Central Asia and the Caucasus, driven by geopolitical ties and economic dependencies, while
Italy's engagement with Chinese health diplomacy was moderated by its European context.

H3: The use of health diplomacy, particularly by China, highlights a shift in global health
governance, with significant economic implications for regional stability and the reconfiguration of
international relations.

Theoretical Framework

This study integrates several theoretical perspectives to analyze the pandemic responses in
Central Asia, the Caucasus, and ltaly:

Public Health Theory: Evaluating the healthcare policies implemented in each region, focusing
on the resilience and effectiveness of health systems in managing the crisis.

Crisis Management Theory: Analyzing the decision-making processes, leadership roles, and
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crisis communication strategies within each region's healthcare response.

International Relations Theory: Exploring the role of international influences, particularly
through Chinese health diplomacy, on global health governance.

Health Diplomacy: Examining how countries leveraged diplomatic channels to secure medical
supplies, vaccines, and economic support, and how these efforts influenced global health policy.

Policy Diffusion and Global Governance: Investigating the spread of policies across regions,
with a focus on the economic dimensions and the mechanisms of diffusion, including coercion,
competition, and learning.

This integrated theoretical approach provides a comprehensive understanding of the
pandemic's impact on healthcare policies, crisis management, and health diplomacy, with particular
attention to the economic implications and their broader significance for global health governance
and regional stability.

Section 1: Theoretical Foundations and Literature Review Health Diplomacy Theory

Health diplomacy has emerged as a critical dimension of global health governance, especially
in the context of cross border health crises like the COVID-19 pandemic (Kickbusch, 2021). Defined
as the practice of using health initiatives and policies to achieve diplomatic and foreign policy
objectives, health diplomacy serves as a tool for fostering international cooperation and advancing
national interests in global forums (Wong et al.,, 2024). By addressing health issues through
diplomacy, countries can strengthen international alliances, enhance soft power, and promote
peace and stability.

The concept of vaccine diplomacy became particularly salient during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Vaccine diplomacy involves the strategic distribution of vaccines to strengthen geopolitical ties and
project global influence (Lee, 2023). Countries like China, Russia (Kirgizov-Barskii & Morozov,
2022), and the United States used vaccines as instruments of foreign policy to extend their
influence, especially in regions with limited access to vaccines.

Historically, health diplomacy has been instrumental in the global eradication of diseases such
as smallpox and in international efforts to combat HIV/AIDS (Katsuma, 2023). Contemporary
research highlights the dual role of health diplomacy as both a mechanism for international
collaboration and a field of geopolitical competition (Stock, 2023). The COVID-19 pandemic has
underscored this duality, as countries leveraged health diplomacy to address global health needs
while simultaneously advancing their national interests.

Section 2: Comparative Analysis of Regional Responses Central Asia and the Caucasus

The COVID-19 pandemic posed significant challenges for the healthcare systems of Central
Asia and the Caucasus, which were already constrained by limited resources and infrastructure.
The initial response in countries like Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Georgia involved rapid
lockdowns and public health campaigns to curb the virus (Balakrishnan, 2020). However, these
responses were hampered by insufficient testing capacity and shortages of medical supplies,
prompting the need for international assistance.

China’s health diplomacy played a key role in addressing these challenges by providing
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essential medical supplies and, later, vaccines (Lee, 2023 and Liu et al., 2022). China’s
engagement was not purely humanitarian (Vadlamannati et al., 2023); it also strengthened
diplomatic ties and reinforced its geopolitical influence in the region (Zeng et al., 2023).

The healthcare infrastructure in the region was ill prepared for the demands of the pandemic,
particularly in countries like Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan (Lehman, 2021). The assistance provided
by China helped to mitigate these deficiencies, but it also increased the region’s dependency on
external actors, raising concerns about the long-term sustainability of such reliance (Laruelle,
2021).

The economic impact of COVID-19 was severe in Central Asia and the Caucasus, as the
regions rely heavily on sectors like energy and remittances (UNDP, 2020). The fiscal measures
implemented by governments were limited by the regions’ constrained financial resources. China's
broader Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) provided not only health related aid but also economic
support to stabilize these economies during the pandemic (Garcia-Herrero & Schindowski, 2022).

Italy’s Experience

Italy was one of the first countries in Europe to face the full brunt of COVID-19, and its
healthcare system was quickly overwhelmed. The crisis exposed gaps in ltaly’s preparedness,
particularly in terms of ICU capacity and access to ventilators and personal protective equipment
(Andreozzi et al., 2021). Italy's initial response involved stringent lockdown measures and a call for
international support, including from China (Jang et al., 2021; Yuan, 2023).

China’s early provision of PPE and medical teams to Italy marked a significant moment in global
health diplomacy during the pandemic (Chen., 2021). While this aid was vital during the initial surge,
Italy also benefitted from extensive support from the European Union (EU), which coordinated
vaccine procurement and economic recovery efforts (Wouters et al., 2021). Italy's dual reliance on
EU mechanisms and Chinese health diplomacy illustrates the balancing act that many countries
faced during the pandemic.

Economically, ltaly’s recession was one of the deepest in Europe due to COVID-19. The ltalian
government introduced large scale fiscal interventions to protect jobs and businesses, but it was
the EU’s Recovery Fund that provided much needed financial relief (Petraglia et al., 2022). ltaly’s
involvement in the EU’s collective response limited its reliance on external powers like China,
contrasting with the dependency seen in Central Asia and the Caucasus.

Comparative Analysis: Commonalities and Differences

The experiences of Central Asia, the Caucasus, and Italy during the COVID-19 pandemic
reveal both commonalities and differences in their responses. All regions experienced significant
strains on their healthcare systems, highlighting the need for external support. While Central Asia
and the Caucasus became heavily reliant on Chinese health diplomacy, Italy managed to balance
European solidarity with its engagements with China.

The economic impacts were severe across all regions, yet Italy benefitted from the structural
support of the EU, reducing its dependency on external aid (Sanfelici, 2020). In contrast, Central

Asia and the Caucasus lacked such multilateral support mechanisms, making them more
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susceptible to the in- fluence of health diplomacy, particularly from China (Laruelle, 2022).

Section 3: The Influence of Chinese Strategies Chinese Health Diplomacy

China’s health diplomacy during the COVID-19 pandemic was marked by its strategic provision
of medical supplies, vaccines, and expertise to countries around the world (Yuan, 2023). This
strategy was part of China’s broader Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and included the creation of the
Health Silk Road, which allowed China to extend its influence in regions like Central Asia and the
Caucasus (Kartodirdjo & Rahman, 2024).

China’s vaccine diplomacy in particular was a cornerstone of its foreign policy during the
pandemic. Through the distribution of vaccines such as Sinopharm and Sinovac, China
strengthened its diplomatic ties with countries that were underserved by Western vaccine initiatives
(Zubair et al., 2023). The reception of Chinese aid in Central Asia and the Caucasus was largely
positive, as these regions lacked the financial means and logistical capacity to secure vaccines
from other sources (Mirza et al., 2020).

Theoretical discussions on China’s health diplomacy suggest that it challenges existing
frameworks of global governance, where Western countries and multilateral organizations like the
World Health Organization (WHO) have traditionally held sway (Jakusné & Muranyi, 2022). China’s
assertive health diplomacy during the pandemic reflects its growing influence on global health
policy, with significant implications for future international relations (Liu et al., 2022).

Impact on Central Asia and the Caucasus

China’s health diplomacy had a profound impact on the healthcare responses in Central Asia
and the Caucasus (Laruelle, 2022). These regions, which had limited access to Western vaccines,
turned to China for critical medical aid and vaccines (Zhang & Jamali, 2022), reinforcing China's
position as a key diplomatic and economic partner.

In Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Georgia, Chinese aid (Zhang, 2021) was essential in helping
to manage the pandemic. In the Caucasus, the geopolitical context complicated the reception of
Chinese aid, but countries like Armenia (Chekijian, 2021) and Azerbaijan (Sankova, 2023) still
benefited from Chinese medical supplies and vaccines.

Comparative Analysis with Italy

Italy’s engagement with Chinese health diplomacy, though significant, was more limited than in
Central Asia and the Caucasus due to its integration into the EU. Italy benefitted from early Chinese
shipments of PPE and medical expertise, but its reliance on the EU’s collective mechanisms for
vaccine distribution ultimately reduced its dependency on China (Jang et al., 2021; Yuan, 2023).

Section 4: Theoretical Synthesis and Implications Health Diplomacy and Global Governance

China’s use of health diplomacy during the COVID-19 pandemic has reshaped global health
governance by challenging Western dominance in this field (Landini & Sicurelli, 2023). As countries
in Central Asia, the Caucasus, and even parts of Europe turned to China for medical aid, it became
clear that health diplomacy would be a significant component of future international relations.

Conclusion

Health diplomacy, particularly as practiced by China, has emerged as a powerful tool for
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extending geopolitical influence during the COVID-19 pandemic. As countries look to future global
health crises, the role of health diplomacy in shaping international relations and healthcare
resilience will continue to be critical. In Central Asia, the Caucasus, and Italy, the balance between
regional cooperation and external aid will shape the contours of health diplomacy for years to come
(Pattanshetty et al., 2023).
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