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The world leader in global business intelligence 

Economist Intelligence offers deep insight and analysis of the economic and political developments in the increasingly 
complex global environment, identifying opportunities, trends and risks on a global and national scale. 

Formed in 1946, EIU has become a valuable commentator, interpreter and forecaster on the accelerating phenomenon 
of globalisation, enabling businesses, financial firms, education institutions and governments to plan effectively for 
uncertain futures.

Actionable insights into the world’s markets

The world’s leading organisations rely on our subscription services for data, analysis and forecasts that keep them informed of 
emerging issues around the world. 

We specialise in: 

• Country analysis—access detailed country-specific economic and political forecasts, as well as assessments of the 
business environments in different markets with EIU Viewpoint;

• Risk analysis—our risk services identify actual and potential threats around the world and help our clients to understand 
the implications for their organisations. Available products include Country Risk Service and Risk Briefing; 

• Industry analysis—five-year forecasts, analysis of key themes and news analysis for six major industries in 60 economies. 
These forecasts are based on the latest data and in-depth analysis of industry trends, available via EIU Viewpoint; and 

• Speaker Bureau—book the experts behind the award-winning economic and political forecasts. Our team is available for 
presentations and panel moderation, as well as boardroom briefings covering their specialisms. Explore Custom Briefing 
for more speaker information. 

For more information on our solutions and how they can help your organisation, please visit www.eiu.com/n/.
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The year 2021 is a special one for EIU: it marks our 75th anniversary. In 1946 The Economist’s director 
advertised the new role of director of intelligence, whose mission would be to help companies 
understand the complex and fractured post-war environment. The hope at the time was that after 
a few tumultuous years, global geopolitics would settle down and become easier for businesses to 
navigate. However, things turned out differently, and from small beginnings EIU went on to become the 
world leader for political, economic and industry forecasting. Today we have nearly 600 employees and 
contributors across all continents providing insights on about 200 countries. 

Over seven decades there has been no shortage of seismic events to keep our world-class experts 
busy, from the start of the Korean war in 1950 to the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. The 21st century 
began with the bursting of the dot.com bubble, the 9/11 terrorist attacks and the start of the US-led 
war on terror. Its second decade closed with the coronavirus pandemic, punctuated in between by the 
global financial crisis of 2007-08 and its prolonged fallout. Looking ahead, the US-China conflict and 
climate change will be the defining themes of the coming decades. 

To mark 75 years of insights, our experts have looked back at our coverage to present our take on the 
most important events of the past two decades. The topics range from the radical polarisation of US 
politics to Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, Xi Jinping’s role in driving China’s rise to superpower 
status, the impact of the global financial and coronavirus crises in Latin America, the legacy of the Arab 
Spring, and reflections on the global financial crisis. These themes are varied, but our guiding principles 
remain the same: our clients know that they can count on our analytical excellence and editorial 
independence. 

True to our forecasting mission, we also present some forward-looking scenarios on events that 
could reshape the global geopolitical, economic and business landscape. What if China annexed 
Taiwan? What would be the impact of a climate change-fuelled wave of African migrants to Europe’s 
shores? Will the 21st century see Brazil and Africa (finally) become economic giants? We hope that 
you enjoy our take on some of the most momentous events of the past two decades and our future-
oriented “What if?” scenarios for the next two. 

A special year for EIU
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Climate change: will humanity survive?
At our last big anniversary, in 2006, we looked ahead to 2066 and mused about the prospect of London 
enjoying yet another Mediterranean summer. Our light tone belied the seriousness with which we view 
global warming. We always expected climate change would have profound social, political, economic 
and business impacts and that their onset would come sooner rather than later. If the past 15 years 
have taught us anything, it is that climate change is no longer an issue of the future, but very much of 
the present.    

The good news is that the international community has started to mobilise to tackle this crisis. The 
2015 Paris Climate Agreement was an important milestone, with global leaders agreeing to non-binding 
pledges for reducing carbon emissions. These have already prompted the beginnings of industrial 
transformation in advanced economies. However, the path ahead remains full of stumbling blocks, 
especially in terms of securing the compliance of developing countries, which now account for over 
half of total emissions globally. 

Indeed, the success of the effort to avert the most disastrous aspects of climate change now rests 
almost entirely with the emissions trajectories of developing countries. However, they have long 
resisted making cuts in absolute terms. This impasse risks taking the world to the brink of disaster and 
will, therefore, dominate global policy discussions on climate for decades to come. Even as the cost 
of inaction skyrockets with every year of delay, many developing countries will continue to refuse 
binding emissions cuts. Advanced economies will agree to foot part of the bill, but this will not be 
enough to secure progress and some dramatic climatic developments ( including even more frequent 
and extreme heat waves, floods and droughts) will not be averted, with potentially catastrophic 
consequences both for the global economy and human society. 

Beyond cuts in carbon emissions, the fight against climate change will also reshape the global 
business environment for many years to come, unleashing a wave of innovation and technological 
change. Industry 4.0 could well come to be known as the green revolution, with technological advances 
that will reshape society in ways that make the changes seen in previous industrial revolutions seem 
conservative by comparison. Industrial transformation will create winners and losers, as old, energy-
intensive industries disappear or are transformed into greentech behemoths to compete alongside 
new, innovative low-carbon sectors. The pool of global climate financing will also grow exponentially, 
driven by fast-rising demand for environmental, social and governance (ESG) investment instruments. 
This will spark a flurry of investment activity the like of which the world has never seen. Society will 
survive and continue to thrive—but the world will be a very different place. 

Pandemic: will the world suffer from “long Covid”?
The onset of the coronavirus pandemic has been one of the defining events of past decades, if not 
centuries. From the early days of the outbreak, EIU correctly called many developments, often against 
consensus. We predicted that the coronavirus would last longer than the few weeks or months that 
most people hoped it would; sadly, we have been proved right, and the virus now appears to be 

Global Outlook
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something that society will have to learn to manage and live with, rather than defeating outright. 
Early on in the pandemic, we suggested that rich countries would roll out booster shots after initial 
vaccination campaigns had concluded. We also highlighted that the emergence of more aggressive 
variants of the disease—such as Alpha in late 2020 and Delta subsequently, was a significant risk. And 
we rightly forecast that scientists would manage to develop coronavirus vaccines in less than a year. 
However, we added a significant caveat: rolling out vaccines was likely to be even more of a challenge 
than creating them. 

Eighteen months later, hard facts and data have proven these forecasts, which seemed either 
optimistic or pessimistic at the time, to be correct: vaccines have been developed at breakneck speed, 
but rich countries have administered around 100 times as many shots to their citizens as poorer ones. 
Our first map depicting global vaccination timelines, which went viral in late 2020, attracting millions 
of views on social media, showed that most lower-income economies will fail to vaccinate the bulk of 
their populations before 2023. The map has evolved since then, but the bulk of lower-income countries 
remains in red on the graph, showing their vaccination timelines will be long—and some may not end in 
immunisation at all. 

Beyond purely ethical concerns, we decided to take a close look at the cost of vaccine inequity 
between richer and poorer economies and created a bespoke economic model to do so. Our 
calculations from August 2021 paint a bleak picture. We forecast that those countries that will vaccinate 
less than 60% of their population by mid-2022 will register GDP losses totalling around US$2trn in 
2022-25 (roughly equivalent to the annual GDP of France). Emerging countries will shoulder around 

Source: EIU.
Forecast closing date: July 28th 2021

By late 2021
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two-thirds of these losses, fuelling poverty and further delaying their economic convergence with more 
developed countries.

Yet economic losses pale in comparison to other, more lasting changes that vaccine inequity will 
fuel. The first long-lasting consequence of vaccine inequity is that tourism flows could be re-routed. 
Unvaccinated people are often barred from entering vaccinated countries or are forced to quarantine 
for long periods of time upon arrival. Conversely, travellers from vaccinated countries may prove 
reluctant to visit unvaccinated (and often poorer) destinations in the future. This situation will reshape 
social, business and cultural exchanges for many years to come. 

Another set of consequences will be political: resentment is running high in emerging countries, 
both against local governments (which are seen as unable to procure the much-needed vaccines) and 
richer states (which are perceived to be hoarding them). Overall, this means that vaccine inequity—
combined with other pre-existing factors, such as social inequality—will fuel bouts of social unrest in 
emerging countries in the coming years. 

Finally, in the geopolitical sphere, vaccine inequity is also giving rise to “vaccine diplomacy”. Since 
the start of 2021, China and Russia have sent hundreds of millions of coronavirus jabs to emerging 
countries as part of a vaccine diplomacy operation. This scheme will reshape the global geopolitical 
landscape: through vaccine diplomacy, China and Russia are cementing their long-term presence in 
the developing world, at the expense of Western countries. This situation will further fuel geopolitical 
tensions as richer countries try to prevent Russia and China from enlarging their footprints in the 
emerging world. Far from being simply a tool in the fight to save humanity from disease, vaccines have 
become yet another geopolitical weapon in the global battle for power. 

Developing countries will shoulder
the cost of vaccine inequity

(% share of forecast global GDP losses in 2022-25)

Source: EIU.

Note. GDP data are at market-exchange rates.  All data are forecasts
for 2022-25.
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Sources: WHO; UNICEF; government websites; company websites; press reports; EIU.
Accurate as at July 28th 2021
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The radical polarisation of US politics: will history repeat itself?
Over the past 15 years, the US has witnessed a catalogue of monumental events—among them, the 
subprime mortgage crisis; the election of the country’s first black president; the election of Donald 
Trump to the presidency and the storming of the US Capitol by his followers in January 2021; and the 
devastation wrought by the coronavirus and the wildly varying reactions to it by the US population 
and authorities. However, if it is possible to characterise all of these developments and their enduring 
legacy, it is by the steady polarisation of US politics, which has become dangerously acute in the past 
two years. 

Looking back at our reports from 15 years ago, it is clear that we did not anticipate the depth and 
extent of these divisions. However, the ugly 2006 midterm election campaign and the signs it brought 
of growing voter cynicism towards the electoral process were a turning point for us: we started to 
view the prospects for bipartisanship as exceedingly slim. Subsequent events proved us right. The 
2008 presidential election pushed both parties further from the political centre, with the Democratic 
primaries yielding a victory for a young liberal senator over a Washington insider. The global financial 
crisis accelerated this divergence towards the extremes, as a growing group of voters felt abandoned 
by the US government and left behind by the uneven economic recovery. This laid the groundwork 
for the rise of populism on both sides, facilitating the takeover of the Republican Party by right-wing 
ideologues, and the mainstreaming of progressive priorities among the Democrats. 

The most likely outlook is that polarisation will continue, with an increasing divide between right- 
and left-wing voters. This is something we have forecast for some time. Our 2020 Democracy Index 
noted that social cohesion and consensus had collapsed in the US on fundamental issues, such as 
public health practices. Less than a year later, America’s culture wars have expanded to new frontiers 
(coronavirus vaccines, for example), while deepening existing fault lines (such as abortion rights). The 
trajectory of the post-coronavirus recovery will probably become another flashpoint. If the economic 
rebound is more modest than expected or excludes wide segments of the population, we could see the 
same mix of economic, political and social forces that have fuelled the intense polarisation of the past 
15 years. In other words, the currently high levels of divergence of the US electorate may be nothing 
compared to what is coming.

North America
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Graphic snapshot: China will soon surpass the US as the world’s largest 
economy

China will become the world’s largest economy in the early 2030s
(nominal GDP, US$ bn at market-exchange rates)

Source: EIU.
*Data from 2021 onwards are forecasts.
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What if the Afghanistan debacle marks a US exit from the global stage? 
In Afghanistan, the return to power of the Taliban after 20 years of US engagement in the country 
raises thorny questions—about the exercise of US power overseas; the ability of the US to pursue its 
interests; and the reliability of US commitments to allies. The US’ pull-out from Afghanistan does not 
mark a reset of the former’s foreign policy; however, it confirms a trend of increased US disengagement 
from global affairs—one that we have long highlighted. As US power wanes, its global dominance will 
be increasingly challenged, with other powers, such as China (which will surpass the US as the world’s 
largest economy in the early 2030s) and Russia, becoming more combative. In turn, the US will have 
to become more selective in terms of its key interests. Nevertheless, in a few areas, which are mainly 
linked to tackling China’s economic and military rise, the US will not hesitate to assert itself militarily. 

Outside these specific areas, however, the US will become more inward-looking and generally less 
willing to take on foreign military responsibility. This is not to suggest the country will become entirely 
disengaged from foreign-policy matters or return to the isolationism of the 1930s; such a development 
would prove impossible in light of globalisation and, in any case, would go against US interests. US 
foreign policy will maintain a veneer of humanitarianism, but it will become more transactional, if not 
always overtly so. The recent AUKUS defence pact between the US, Australia and the UK is a clear 
example of this, with the US partnering with the UK and Australia to contain China at the expense of 
relations with France, a long-time ally. 

So, what are the geopolitical implications of all this? Current US allies will need to reconsider the 
value of the relationship. Unless Chinese or American economic interests are at stake, they should not 
count on US involvement, or at least not to the same extent as in the past. US allies, notably in the EU, 
will much more frequently be on their own. This will play into China’s hands, as it will be all too happy 
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to see cracks emerging between formerly allied Western countries. Meanwhile, medium-sized powers 
such as Russia, Iran and Turkey, will try to fill the power vacuum. However, overall, the world will have 
become distinctly bipolar. All other countries will have to pick a side: the US or China? 

Europe

Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea: a seismic geopolitical event
Anyone trying to identify the most important event in Europe in the past 15-20 years is spoilt for choice. 
Take your pick from the euro zone sovereign debt crisis; the decade-long Greek trauma; the 2015 
migration crisis; the 2016 Brexit vote; or the coronavirus pandemic of 2020-21. But, if forced to select 
one event that has had a truly lasting global impact, we choose Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014. 
This marked a point of no return, after which no-one could credibly argue that there was a genuine 
prospect of a reset of Russia-West relations.

In our coverage of events at the time, we warned that further integration of Ukraine into Western 
institutions such as the EU and NATO was a red line for Russia. Moscow had clearly indicated to 
Ukraine that signing the planned EU association agreement would have consequences. We also 
wrote that the decision by the pro-Russian regime of Viktor Yanukovych not to sign its EU association 
agreement at the EU Eastern Partnership Summit in November 2013 could ignite mass protests in 
Ukraine that would “boomerang back on Russia”. When the protests led to the violent overthrow of the 
Yanukovych regime, Russia reacted by annexing Crimea in a move that stunned the Western world, but 
which could have been anticipated, given the strong prior warnings from Moscow. Russia’s president, 
Vladimir Putin, had long invoked the “unity” of the Russian and Ukrainian peoples, proclaiming that, 
“We are, without doubt, one people.” According to an October 2013 poll by the Levada Center, the 
majority of Russians agreed with him, with 61% saying that they did not consider Ukraine to be 
“abroad”.

This conviction notwithstanding, Russia’s annexation of Crimea was a flagrant breach of 
international law. Russia had long accused the West of abrogating the sovereignty of countries such 
as Iraq, Libya and Serbia, but it lost any moral authority to criticise such interventions after Crimea. 
The event brought Russia-West relations to a new low and resulted in the imposition of EU and US 
sanctions that remain in place to this day. Our view expressed at the time remains that there is little 
prospect of a rapprochement between Russia and the West in the coming years. The best that can be 
expected is that both sides respect each other’s red lines and thereby avoid a major clash. Looking a 
few decades ahead, Russia’s geopolitical prospects look grim; despite Moscow’s desire to project power 
on the world stage, the country’s poor economic outlook means that it will increasingly struggle to 
carry influence in the coming years. By 2050, Russia may well have become, to all intents and purposes, 
irrelevant on the global geopolitical scene. 
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Graphic snapshot: Europe convergence has disappointed

Full economic parity remains a long way o in Europe
(GDP per capita as % of Germany’s)

Source: EIU.
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What if a second migration crisis hits Europe?
It is safe to assume that, at some point in the coming decades, climate change will prompt the arrival of 
a large wave of refugees on Europe’s shores. The likeliest scenario is that these migrants will come from 
the Middle East and North Africa; the latest data suggest that rising temperatures, lower rainfall, and 
higher sea levels will take a heavy toll across that region in the coming decades. Summer temperatures 
are projected to increase by more than double the global average, provoking heatwaves and further 
desertification. Lower projected rainfall will also complicate matters for some of the world’s most 
water-stressed nations, testing the capacity of governments to provide water to their populations. 
Finally, droughts mean that food insecurity will become an even more pressing concern. This will add 
to existing conflicts as living conditions become more challenging and the scramble intensifies for 
increasingly scarce natural resources.

The climate change-fuelled arrival of a large number of refugees from one or several Middle Eastern 
or African countries would first hit countries on Europe’s periphery, such as Turkey, Greece and the 
western Balkans. Among other EU countries, Germany, France and Sweden would also be among 
the most affected, as many refugees tend to see these as desirable locations in which to resettle. 
Such an influx would constitute a seismic political event that would deepen divisions between EU 
members, who would fight over the allocation of responsibility for taking in refugees. This could lead 
to a domestic public backlash and political instability, paving the way for right-wing parties to (further) 
advance their views and gain influence. The impact would also be felt in the economic sphere: some 
economies could be stretched to the limit in terms of their fiscal capacity to absorb newcomers, train 
them and provide them with opportunities. However, the influx of refugees would also be a long-term 
economic opportunity for those countries that would welcome them: in Germany, the integration of 
Syrian refugees has proven to be a resounding success. As German chancellor Angela Merkel said at the 
time, “Wir schaffen das” (“We will manage”).
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Unexpected event | EU Recovery Fund: European solidarity in times of crisis
One event we did not predict as a result of the coronavirus pandemic was the creation of the EU 
Recovery Fund. On the contrary, we assumed that the pandemic would exacerbate existing north-
south fault lines in the EU. In July 2020, however, EU leaders agreed to share the cost of the coronavirus 
response by issuing joint debt (worth €750bn) to be channelled to countries with lower living 
standards and those hardest hit by the pandemic. Germany’s backing of both a Eurobond and direct 
fiscal transfers was crucial to securing the deal and bringing the fiscally hawkish countries—Austria, 
Denmark, the Netherlands and Sweden—on board.

While this may seem minor compared to Brexit or the massive impact of the pandemic on European 
economies, it signalled that Germany had abandoned its previously immutable opposition to shared 
debt, opening up new vistas for fiscal co-operation. The creation of the fund also established a 
precedent for the EU to issue debt to finance the meeting of common needs, along with a degree 
of EU-level tax collection. Politically, it sent an important signal of European solidarity. It also sent 
a calming message to financial markets that the European Central Bank (ECB) would not be left 
to manage the crisis alone. Some have even suggested that the fund may pave the way for deeper 
European integration; on this front, we remain pessimistic, but the response to the pandemic has 
shown that developments within the EU are not wholly predictable. 

Xi’s China: the reshaping of a rising power
Around 15 years ago, even close observers of Chinese politics would have struggled to predict that Xi 
Jinping would become not only the leader of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), but also that he 
would reshape domestic politics and China’s international relations. A low-profile regional leader at 
that time, the party elders that signed off on Mr Xi’s appointment as CCP leader in 2012 did so thinking 
he would be a consensus-builder and a safe pair of hands.

On the contrary, Mr Xi has proven ruthlessly ambitious and a consistent risk-taker. He has 
centralised power, dismantling the idea of collective leadership; backed an anti-corruption campaign 
that has affected all levels of society; attempted to defuse the debt problems that pose the greatest 
risk to China’s economic trajectory; launched hardline security and ideology drives in Hong Kong and 
Xinjiang; and gone toe to toe with three US presidents in what has become an all-encompassing US-
China rivalry. 

The recent crackdown by the Chinese government to curb the country’s technology giants suggests 
Mr Xi has no intention of letting up. The individual’s role in shaping history can be difficult to discern 
against broader, structural forces, but it is difficult to imagine Mr Xi’s predecessors or rival candidates 
for CCP leadership charting a similar course. Debate over the wisdom of the direction in which he has 
taken China at home and internationally will last for many years, but there can be little doubt over the 
force—or permanence—of his impact. 

Asia
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Could the US-China rivalry derail the Asian century?
This may be the “Asian century”, but pitfalls still abound for the region, among which contested 
geopolitics are the most prominent. In fact, the Asia region is now looking similar to late 19th-century 
Europe (not a good sign), with territorial disputes among neighbouring countries; intensifying 
competition between a rising power (China) and an established one that is reluctant to cede influence 
(the US); and the lack of a recognised arbitration framework with which to manage this conflict.

A geopolitical split in Asia, driven by the US-China rivalry, would derail Asia’s economic prospects. 
Most countries are desperate to avoid taking sides, as they balance economic ties to China with 
support for the security role played in the region by the US. Their ability to be neutral, however, will be 
tested as superpower competition deepens and is dictated more by ideology. Any conflict in the South 
China Sea or a Chinese attempt to annex Taiwan, for instance, would force the issue.

If obliged to choose sides, Asia’s democracies, led by security allies such as Australia, Japan and 
South Korea, will lean towards the US. China only has one formal ally to call upon—and a weak one 
at that—in North Korea but, in its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), China has developed a recognised 
economic bloc while simultaneously cultivating closer security ties with Russia. This makes it 
challenging to predict the side that many Asian countries would choose.  

The emergence of competing cold war-type blocs in Asia would have far-ranging consequences. 
First of all, it would unwind the connections and supply chains that have been at the core of the region’s 
economic success. Fiscal priorities in the region would shift from development needs to those of 
national defence, fuelling poverty and delaying economic convergence. The broader policy agenda, 
including climate change, would also be sidelined. It is an outcome that nobody wants, but one that all 
must prepare for. 
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A tale of two crises
Two big global crises—the 2008-09 global financial crisis and the coronavirus pandemic—have 
dominated the 15 years since we last celebrated a big anniversary. In retrospect, it is striking how well 
Latin America fared in the face of the former, and how desperately it has struggled with the latter. 
Taken together, these two crises tell a story of Latin America’s strengths and weaknesses, of clear policy 
improvements made in past decades, and of the region’s continued policy failures. 

Going into the financial crisis, Latin America appeared to have learned from past mistakes, with 
economic reforms that had tamed stubbornly high inflation, strengthened the banking sector, and 
(generally speaking) knocked public finances into shape. Banks shrugged off the crisis and huge fiscal 
stimulus (plus a big boost from commodity prices) helped Latin America rebound fast. However, this 
boom sowed the seeds for policy failures that the coronavirus pandemic has made all too clear. 

In the wake of the global financial crisis, Latin American policymakers failed to stop spending, save 
for the return of harder times, or undertake politically challenging reforms to bolster long-term growth. 
As a result, persistent labour informality, health-system weaknesses, unequal access to technology, 
and less-than-ample public coffers have all complicated the region’s response to the pandemic. Latin 
America has suffered some of the worst health and economic outcomes of any region in the world. 
Another commodity boom has come to the rescue in 2021,  but this will not be enough to set the region 
on a stable, sustainable path. Latin America is poised for decades of disappointing growth, and voters 
are fed up, raising the risk of more populism and more policy mistakes.

Graphic snapshot: the great divergence? Latin America’s fruitless quest to 
catch up

Latin America

The great divergence? Latin America’s fruitless quest to catch up
(GDP per head; US$ at PPP)

Source: EIU.
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What if Brazil finally takes off?
As the old saying goes, “Brazil is the country of the future…and always will be.” Time and time again, 
optimism in Brazil’s prospects has proved to be unfounded. Back in 2009, we were optimistic about 
Brazil’s outlook. So were our colleagues at The Economist newspaper, whose famous “Brazil takes off” 
cover story came amid a rollicking recovery from the global financial crisis that helped push millions of 
Brazilians out of poverty and into a burgeoning middle class. It wasn’t long, however, before Brazil was 
mired in its biggest-ever recession and a huge corruption scandal that tainted the entire political class. 
A right-wing populist political outsider, Jair Bolsonaro, came to office in 2019, promising to shake things 
up, raising hopes of an improvement in Brazil’s long-term business prospects. But his administration 
can be characterised as a “failure to launch”, partly reflecting an abysmal response to the pandemic.

Against this backdrop, we remain pessimistic about Brazil’s prospects. In 2050 we expect it to remain 
stalled as the world’s 11th-largest economy—up just one spot from where it stood in 2020 and a far cry 
from projections made during the commodity boom that Brazil would soon make it into the top five. 
However, with all this said, some of the ingredients are still in the mix for Brazil to really take off, if only 
it can tackle the “custo Brasil”—a tangle of red tape that makes doing business in the country so difficult. 
Getting to grips with the custo Brasil, and with problems like corruption, would bring substantial gains 
in investment and productivity and help tackle long-standing issues of poverty and inequality. The 
result would be much faster convergence with developed-market incomes, giving Brazil a shot of 
making it into the top five global economies by 2050, overtaking the UK and even Germany. Moreover, 
a bigger, better Brazil could be transformative for the rest of Latin America, providing a major market 
close to home for South America’s economies in a region where the US and China currently dominate 
and intra-regional trade levels are extremely low.   

Unexpected event | Colombia’s peace accord 
Colombia’s 2016 peace deal with the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) guerrillas 
is one of the biggest political and policy achievements in Latin America of the past 15 years. In 2006 
Colombia’s military offensive against the FARC was going strong, and it was hard to envisage that, just a 
decade later, the two sides would sign a peace accord ending Latin America’s longest-running conflict. 
Flawed implementation of the deal has polarised Colombian politics since then, and the 2022 general 
election will be another crucial test of support for the accord. Assuming (as we do) that it happens, 
strong progress in implementation could help supercharge growth in the next decade.

Unexpected event | Venezuela’s descent into authoritarianism 
Fifteen years ago, it would have been hard to believe that Venezuela would produce one of the 
world’s most significant global exoduses of migrant refugees, against a backdrop of grave domestic 
economic crisis and a descent into dictatorship. In 2006 then president, Hugo Chávez, was on the path 
to a third election victory. Although there were serious concerns around the fairness of the electoral 
system even then, Venezuela’s subsequent fall into authoritarianism has been striking. For many 
years, we anticipated that the Venezuelan economy’s advance towards the precipice would lead to 
hyperinflation and regime change. Instead, through coercion and repression, Mr Chávez’s successor, 
Nicolás Maduro, has clung to power in what is a much poorer—and smaller—country: the economy has 
shrunk by around 80% from its peak, and over 5m people have left Venezuela.



EIU AT 75
CLARITY IN AN UNCERTAIN WORLD

© The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 202114

The lasting legacy of the Arab Spring
The social and political fabric of much of the Middle East and North Africa was stretched and tested—
and, in some cases, torn up and redesigned—by a wave of anti-government protests and popular 
uprisings in 2010-11. The first Arab Spring started in Tunisia in December 2010, when a 26-year-old street 
vendor, Mohamed Bouazizi, set himself on fire in a desperate act of protest against unemployment, 
official corruption and police harassment. The protests in Tunisia were only a starting point; the 
movement quickly spread to other countries, representing the most dramatic wave of social and 
political unrest in the region in three decades. Governments were toppled in Egypt, Libya and Yemen, 
and long-running civil wars commenced in the latter two countries, as well as in Syria.

However, the achievement of real change has proven elusive for most countries in the region, 
despite the sense of hope for the future to which the first Arab Spring gave rise. The old order dug in 
and the underlying issues persisted and worsened. Challenging economic conditions and widespread 
corruption and political oppression, among other factors, remained just below the surface. Social 
unrest came back to the boil in 2019 in a “second Arab Spring”. Long-suffering civilians took to the 
streets in large numbers in Algeria, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon and elsewhere, and anti-government 
protests became a common feature of life in the Middle East and North Africa once again, until the 
arrival of the coronavirus and the imposition of lockdowns. The desire for economic and political 
empowerment remains a strong and resilient driver of change among a youthful population in the 
region and an Arab Spring 3.0 will likely be on the horizon after the pandemic subsides.

Middle East and North Africa

Libya
Egypt

Sudan

Iran

Turkey

Kuwait

Iraq

Syria

Jordan

Saudi
Arabia

Yemen

Oman

UAE

Bahrain

Lebanon

Qatar

Tunisia

Algeria

Morocco
Israel

Palestine

Middle East: turmoil following Arab Spring lingers on ten years later

Source: EIU.

The Arab Spring of 2010-11 began in Tunisia and saw a wave of 
anti-government protests and pro-democracy uprisings spread 
across the MENA region, toppling governments in Tunisia, 
Egypt, Libya and Yemen, triggering civil wars in Libya, Syria and 
Yemen, and contributing to the turmoil in Iraq.

Successful democratisation for most Arab states has remained elusive and di�cult 
economic conditions coupled with social grievances prompted a second wave of 
protests (Arab Spring 2.0) across the MENA region starting in late 2018 and 2019.
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first 'Arab Spring'
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Graphic snapshot: Africa - commodity prices from boost to bust

Africa: commodity prices from boom to bust
(weighted US$ price index; 1990=100)
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What if... Africa arrives!
By 2050 Africa will be home to 2.5bn people, or one-quarter of the world’s population—up from about 
one-sixth today. Such an extraordinary surge would see the continent add the equivalent of the 
population of France every two years, with 20-25 countries set to at least double in size. The magnitude 
of these projections are best illustrated by the example of Nigeria, which will overtake the US by 
mid-century (2047, according to our forecasts) to become the world’s third-most populous country. 
Crucially, almost all African states will retain youthful population profiles. 

These demographic trends will bring with them monumental socio-economic challenges, 
alongside substantial development opportunities. Assuming Africa can implement policies to reap the 
demographic dividend from a bulging working-age population—boosting access to finance for small 
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businesses; targeting secondary and tertiary education to raise skill levels; and increasing the flexibility 
of the labour market, to name just three—then substantially higher and more sustainable economic 
growth rates, job creation, and better living standards will be within reach. 

The as yet unfulfilled promise of “Africa rising” should give way to the reality of “Africa arriving”, 
owing to a burgeoning services sector that taps into a booming workforce of skilled, young workers. 
With it will come market opportunities and wealth creation. However, this scenario comes with 
challenges. A failure to address the mounting socio-economic pressures posed by a rapidly expanding 
and increasingly aspirational population would risk exacerbating the inequality and instability widely 
associated with Africa. However, with the major countries of the continent already on the verge of 
breaking through important income thresholds, Africa’s trajectory will be buoyed by waves of foreign 
investment, searching for the last great frontier. At last, we may be able to say that Africa has arrived.

How the 2008-09 crash prepared us for the pandemic
For the business sector, arguably the biggest events of the past 15 years are the global financial crisis 
of 2008-09 and the ongoing coronavirus pandemic. The response to the latter is, in some respects, 
vindicating decisions taken in light of the former, in particular those aimed at strengthening the 
resilience of banks across the world. These rules are, to date, succeeding in their aim: that is, to prevent 
a repeat of the 2008-09 banking crisis, despite the depth of the 2020 recession.

In the second quarter of 2009, from the depths of the global financial crisis, we published our first-
ever global outlook for the financial services sector. Like most forecasters, we did not predict the crash, 
although we had long warned of rising mortgage risks in the US economy. But we did predict in 2009 
that the crisis would lead to tighter regulatory scrutiny. We expected “stricter base capital rules, limits 
on the use of debt for leverage, [and] tighter policing of mortgage lending”, all of which (fortunately) 
came to pass. One effect has been that banks’ total loan portfolios are now consistently smaller than 
their total deposits, even in a low-interest-rate environment. That was not the case before 2008, 
when lending got out of control, and it has proven to be a vital safeguard; without it, the coronavirus 
pandemic might have come hand in hand with yet another banking crisis. 

Industry
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Graphic snapshot: oil barons give way to tech giants

What if another pandemic is on the cards?
The coronavirus pandemic was not unexpected, at least among the experts. However, we did not 
predict that developed healthcare systems in rich countries such as the US or the UK would become 
completely overwhelmed, or that these advanced economies would report some of the highest death 
tolls from the coronavirus.

The world is likely to be better prepared for the next pandemic—but it could still be devastating. 
Zoonotic diseases still present some of the greatest threats, particularly if they are air- or water-borne; 
they have accounted for 60% of new diseases since the 1940s. Influenza mutations pose high risks, 
while the past 18 months have made it clear how effective man-made biological weapons could be.

Yet there is hope. The pandemic has also shown us how best to fight back, using measures such as 
border closures, lockdowns, sharing of genomic information, fast vaccine development and rapid data 
analysis. When the next pandemic comes, it is to be hoped that these defences will be enough.

Oil barons give way to tech giants
 (top ten companies in the world by stockmarket capitalisation)

Sources: Visual Capitalist; EIU; Companiesmarketcap.com.
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What if the US-China rivalry compromises the world’s access to semiconductors?
The probability of China invading Taiwan, while currently still low, is rising. The consequences of 
such a scenario would be catastrophic, not least in the technological sphere. If this were to happen, 
the current pandemic-induced global shortage of semiconductors would seem like a picnic. Why do 
semiconductors matter? Because they are present in nearly every piece of electronic equipment. 
Computers? Check. Cars? Check. Mobile phones? Check. Pacemakers? Check. And why does Taiwan 
matter so much when it comes to semiconductors? The answer is simple: the island accounts for nearly 
one-quarter of the world’s semiconductor supplies, and is particularly dominant in the production of 
the most advanced chips. Add in overseas production, and the Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing 

Company (TSMC) has a global market share of 54%.
Taiwanese chips are central to China’s efforts to 

develop an economy based on new technologies, from 
electric vehicles to intelligent household appliances and 
digitisation. Taiwan currently accounts for more than one-
third of China’s chip imports, and TSMC’s products are 
generally seen as about six years ahead of those of their 
nearest Chinese rivals. Taiwan is, in turn, highly dependent 
on China for inputs, so integrating the two territories 
would bolster China’s ambitions even further.

Annexation of Taiwan would pose huge problems 
for the US in many ways, and issues with the supply of 
semiconductors would be among them. Not only is TSMC 
a major exporter to the US, but US chip producers are 

also highly reliant on Taiwanese contract manufacturers. South Korea and the Philippines could offer 
alternative sources, but the disruption to US supply chains would still be devastating. It is, therefore, 
little wonder that the US is so keen to encourage semiconductor manufacturing at home.

Unexpected event | Tesla’s meteoric rise as a carmaker
In 2006 the film Who Killed the Electric Car? documented the failure of efforts by US auto giant 
General Motors (GM) and others to build and sell battery-powered vehicles in the 1990s. How times 
have changed. According to its chief executive, Mary Barra, GM’s declared aim is now an “all-out pursuit 
of global electric vehicle leadership”. But to achieve that, it has to beat Tesla, a rival US carmaker that 
did not exist in the 1990s.

We always predicted that established carmakers would face new challengers—but, back in 2006, 
we expected most of them to come from China, not California. We certainly did not predict that Tesla’s 
stockmarket value would surpass those of carmakers with annual sales that are 20 times higher. Tesla’s 
rise has come out of the blue and, now that the company is finally turning a profit, it may well have 
further surprises in store, especially in the area of battery technology.

Taiwan and South Korea are China’s
largest sources of foreign chips
(% of total US$ values, 2020)

Sources: ITC Trade Map; EIU.
*Note. HS Code 8542.
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Understand a country’s political, policy and economic outlook with the world’s best forward-
looking analysis and data. Our award-winning expertise looks at global dynamics that impact your 
organisation, helping you to operate effectively and plan for the future. Included in our service: 
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How EIU Viewpoint helps you to stay ahead 

Unparalleled coverage - global, regional and country-level analysis for nearly 200 markets. 20,000 
data series every month, led by our worldwide network of expert analysts and on the ground 
contributors

360-degree view - our approach is unique; deliberately designed to intersect politics, policy and the 
economy, our methodology leads to a more nuanced perspective than simple number crunching

Beating consensus - with over 70 years of experience, we have a track record of making bold calls and 
getting them right

Evidence-based insights - our editorial team is fiercely independent and rightly so. This ensures you 
can trust our analysis and apply the insights it offers with confidence.

Find out more information about our service features, delivery platforms and how EIU Viewpoint could 
benefit your organisation by visiting: 
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