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Anti-crisis Policy of the Regional Trade Blocs: Researching the Level of Actions’ Coordination during the COVID-19 Pandemic 

This research paper proposes an analysis of the effectiveness and coordination of the world's largest regional trade blocs response measures to the COVID-19 pandemic. The analysis is carried out in the following key areas: the agility of restoring migration streams and trade, the establishment of anti-crisis funds or budgets, cooperation in the field of vaccines, and the overall promptness of responding to a crisis.
We have analysed 5 trade blocs (the European Union (EU), the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), the Common Market of South America (MERCOSUR), Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf (GCC)) and one international advisory organization - BRICS. The analysis is based on information as of October 1, 2021.
It seems that during periods of instability, trade blocs should perform the functions of a shock-absorbing mechanism, mutual support (financial, humanitarian, etc.) and prompt response to new challenges. A special role in the performance of these functions lies in the bloc’s leading countries. It is on their actions that it will largely depend on how successfully the alliance will pass the period of instability, and what its future will be.
Research in this area usually provides an analysis of anti-crisis measures of a trade bloc without comparison with another ones (Alden, Dunst, 2021), (Inozemtsev, 2020), (Kofner, 2020), the taken measures are described in several trade blocs, but without comparative analysis (Korolev, Zhiyenbayev et. al, 2021), or the research provide a comparison only for two integrations (ERIA, 2021), (Coletti, Oddone, 2021). In this work, firstly, a comparative analysis of the largest integration associations in the areas defined above is carried out, which allows us to draw a conclusion about the level of coordination and coherence of actions of the RIO member countries. Secondly, the analysis has a large coverage - 6 international associations are analyzed.The analysis of the six regional blocs showed a fairly diverse picture of the effectiveness of their response to the COVID-19 crisis and the global instability caused by it. In half of the reviewed blocs, there was real joint anti-crisis actions, humanitarian and financial mutual assistance within the framework of existing institutions and development banks (the case of the EU, EAEU, BRICS). In other ones, only cooperation was observed at the level of discussing problems and joint declarations, but so far (as of October 1, 2021) without any significant real anti-crisis measures (the case of the GCC and ASEAN). The pandemic has also exacerbated the crisis of regional governance: in the case of MERCOSUR, political contradictions blocked cooperation and anti-crisis initiatives.
From the point of view of organizing financial support, several blocs (the EU and the EAEU) acted quite promptly and performed the function of "first aid" before receiving support from international financial institutions. This practice seems to be very important.
Blocs have performed poorly with the role of a “haven of stability” and the function of a shock-absorbing mechanism in trade, maintaining the supply chains and connectedness of the labour markets during the current crisis. Even within the blocs, trade restrictions were introduced (primarily on personal protective equipment, medical supplies, medicines, food), some of which have not yet been lifted (as of October 2021), and restrictions on the movement of labour resources were restored very slowly and have not yet been fully recovered (the case of ASEAN, the EAEU, MERCOSUR). In this area, the EU (due to high vaccination rates in the second half of 2021 and the introduction of digital COVID passports) and the GCC (introduced softer border crossing requirements for bloc’s members) performed the best.
The results of the analysis showed that the high level of the initial integration of the regional trade bloc still does not determine the high coordination during the crisis periods, as it was initially assumed. It seems that the level of coordination largely depends on the presence of a strong country/bloc’s countries-leaders, interested in sustaining and deepening integration within the trade bloc, building closer relations and/or increasing influence on partner countries.
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