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rom the very beginning, the COVID-19 crisis management could have
F hardly been considered rational. Many governments had prepared plans for
dealing with exactly this kind of pandemic after the 9/11 attack in 2001
(Socol et al. 2023), and the World Health Organization published the last version of
its preparedness plan in 2019 (WHO 2019). This plan included, among other things,

the following recommendations:

e Because social-distancing measures “can be highly disruptive,” they should be
carefully weighed.

e Travel-related measures are “unlikely to be successtul,” so health authorities
should only provide advice.
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e “Border closures may be considered only by small island nations in severe
pandemics.”

e Contact tracing and quarantining exposed individuals should not be undertaken
under any circumstances.

All of these plans were shelved overnight. Contrary to what was written in
these plans:

e “Highly disruptive” social-distancing measures were imposed without any
serious consideration (Yanovskiy and Socol 2022).

e Travel restrictions were imposed everywhere.

e Nearly all national borders were closed.

e Contact tracing and quarantine enforcement were implemented on law-abiding
citizens of democratic countries through surveillance methods that had previously
been carried out only by court order for the most dangerous criminals.

At later stages:

e Face masks became obligatory even though their effectiveness had not been
proven despite having been studied for decades (PECC 2022).

e Cheap medicines like hydroxychloroquine and ivermectin, considered safe
for decades and apparently effective against COVID-19 (McCullough et al.
2020), were effectively banned via sanctions against physicians who prescribed
them. In one case, a doctor was not only stripped of her license but also
ordered to undergo psychiatric examination (Strozevski 2022).

¢ On the other hand, novel inoculations were enforced in most countries includ-
ing the United States by draconian laws—raising extremely uncomfortable con-
notations (Sharav 2022 )—immediately after the Emergency Use Authorization.
Informing patients of the potential dangers of these inoculations led to disci-
plinary actions, including revocation of medical licenses (Hiltzik 2021). Infor-
mation regarding the adverse outcomes of these inoculations was classified and
only emerged much later. For example, it was revealed that during the third and
fourth quarters of 2021, the death rate in people of working age (18-64) in the
U.S. was 40 percent higher than it was before 2020 (Dowd 2022). Myocarditis
cases reported subsequent to inoculations are currently typically classified as
adverse reactions linked to mRNA-based medications (Oster et al. 2022).

This anti-scientific and seemingly illogical assault on freedom worldwide appears
to have been a highly coordinated and even preplanned action (Kennedy 2021;
Tucker 2022). Many authors have suggested that Big Pharma took over governments
through direct and indirect bribery, as it was the immediate beneficiary of these pol-
icies (Jureidini and McHenry 2022); this claim was made even before the COVID
pandemic (Morgan and Duffy 2019). Furthermore, some international activities
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that allegedly aimed to coordinate this assault were highly visible. For instance, the
“Great Reset” program of the World Economic Forum (or Davos Forum) is often
interpreted as evidence that the WEF coordinated COVID policy or even planned
the pandemic (Kennedy 2021; Breggin and Breggin 2021; Sharav 2022).

Is it so important to determine who was the driving force behind the negative
developments? Yes, it is important to discover the source of threats in order to find the
correct answer. We need to define the real driving force behind the assault on freedom,
so we can push reforms to restore our freedoms and prevent future assaults thereon.

So, is it reasonable to blame private actors like “Big Pharma” and influential
rich people like Bill Gates, George Soros, and Mark Zuckerberg, who were widely
claimed to be the driving force behind the assault on personal freedom? Is it reason-
able to believe that the above-mentioned private persons and special interest groups
succeeded in capturing governments in order to run the world?

No, it is not. As we will show below, Big Government, not Big Pharma or
anyone else, was the ultimate source of the ineffective and misguided reactions to
COVID-19 that assaulted basic human liberties.

Why Neither the Davos Forum Nor Big Pharma

Those who suspect an international coordination of efforts to limit personal rights
usually refer to the possibility of bribery of politicians by international bodies. These
fears are greatly exaggerated.

The more power a politician has, the Jess dependent he is on donations. More-
over, a politician can justifiably explain donations as a donor’s investment in “good
relations,” absolutely not as a payment that creates obligations on the politician’s part.
Politicians are known to be more or less independent of their donors (Tullock 2005).

Although politicians often enjoy attending multilateral meetings and international
forums, most of them are aware of the low interest of voters in their international activ-
ity. Politicians who are popular outside their own country are often not very popular at
home. As an extreme example, in 1991 the Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, known and
accepted all over the world, lost to Boris Yeltsin despite the latter being hardly known
outside Russia. Accordingly, visits to such forums are more a kind of recreation for politi-
cians than participation in international coordination of efforts against their constituents.

It is also highly improbable that the media, for example, could have been
“bought” by Big Pharma: the media is at least as rich. Just for example, Pfizer’s rev-
cnues are about $80 billion to $100 billion per year.! For comparison, Google has
$200 billion to $270 billion,? and Facebook $80 billion to $100 billion.?

1. https://www.pfizer.com/sites/default/files/investors/financial_reports/annual_reports/2022/
performance/.

2. https://www.statista.com /statistics/266206/googles-annual-global-revenue/.

3. https://www.statista.com/statistics /268604 /annual-revenue-of-facebook /.
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Big Pharma gets profits, but also takes huge reputational risks. The profits for
a few major pharmaceutical companies from mandated vaccinations and the sup-
pression of discussion about vaccine safety are undeniable. However, the significant
increase in profits did not last even three years. On the other hand, reputational
damage and lawsuits—with an increase in reports of severe side effects—could lead
to long-term losses far exceeding the additional profits of 2021-2022.

And even the short-term gains of pharmaceutical companies should be compared
with the gains of bureaucrats who expanded their powers and created a precedent for
obtaining emergency powers without convincing evidence of the need for them.

The hypothesis that powerful private players control governments contradicts
well-known facts about the incredible vulnerability of businesses to political pressure
on a regular and massive basis, even during periods often portrayed as dominated
by business oligarchs and corrupt politicians and judges (Glaeser and Shleifer 2003).
President Theodore Roosevelt cultivated a public image of being a strong leader
capable of restraining the power of Big Business—a “trust buster” (Dana 1905).
Consequently, his administration invoked the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890 to
target J. P. Morgan as a demonstrative reprisal against Northern Securities, one of
the largest companies in the world (Acworth 1905). Morgan attempted to dissuade
the president and settle the issue, but faced a blunt rejection. When Morgan pursued
legal recourse, he lost in court,* indicating that the judiciary was not significantly
influenced by Big Business. Morgan refrained from seeking revenge through the
1904 election and even contributed to Roosevelt’s campaign.® Furthermore, Roos-
evelt’s successor, William Taft, continued similar policies by initiating proceedings
against John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil without clear economic justification
(Armentano 1999).

Much later, the so-called truth initiative® against tobacco companies gave an
excellent example of how a huge industry (tobacco) serving nearly half of the population
(42 percentin 1963)7 can be easily subdued by the government. Instead of being able to
fund research promoting its own agenda through the Center for Indoor Air Research
(CIAR), the tobacco industry had to dissolve the CIAR under the Master Settle-
ment Agreement in 1998% and was forced to fund a pro-government (pro-regulatory)
research agenda.

In this regard, Rothbard (2002, 184—-85) notes the convergence of interests on
the part of Big Business and the state in expanding regulation to protect business

4. Northern Securities Co. v. United States, 193 U.S. 197 (1904). https://supreme.justia.com/cases/
federal/us/193/197.

5. https://millercenter.org /president /roosevelt /campaigns-and-elections.
6. https://truthinitiative.org /.
7. https://www.prb.org/resources/not-all-americans-are-smoking-less.

8. https://www.ag.idaho.gov/content/uploads/2018,/05/MSA.pdf. See page 32.

THE INDEPENDENT REVIEW


https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/193/197
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/193/197
https://millercenter.org/president/roosevelt/campaigns-and-elections
https://truthinitiative.org/
https://www.prb.org/resources/not-all-americans-are-smoking-less
https://www.ag.idaho.gov/content/uploads/2018/05/MSA.pdf

LOOKS LIKE A CONSPIRACY BUT IS NOT A CONSPIRACY 4 351

from the competition of energetic newcomers and receive higher profits. Rothbard
and de Soto (1989) describe examples of the desire of the largest entrepreneurs to
load the entire industry with regulations that would represent a less heavy burden
for them than for less powerful competitors. It is sufficient to recall examples from
Morgan to George Soros; the latter actively lobbies and promotes excessive market
regulation (Soros 1998).

That is, Big Business players, seeking to limit competition with the help of the
state, are usually hostile to each other and to the competitive business as a whole.
This situation does not contribute to creating conditions for Big Business players
to take control of world politics. At the same time, there seems to be no reliable
way to build reliable and long-term workable private collusion mechanisms without
government-imposed barriers (Armentano 1986).

Why Big Government

Big Government, not Big Pharma, is a strongman, an elephant in the room. Govern-
ment agencies tend to expand the scope and scale of their tasks—and, respectively,
power and budget—in order to perpetuate current positions, establish new bureaus
and departments, and thus expand career opportunities. The interest of governmen-
tal agencies and bureaus to pursue more spending under their operational control has
been described by Ludwig von Mises (1944) and William Niskanen (1971).

The True Source of the Health Carve Crisis

Niskanen’s hypothesis is strongly supported by the mounting evidence of the govern-
ment’s expanding economic burden since 1918 (that is, following World War I). The
contemporary era witnesses budget deficits and the escalation of public debt, particu-
larly during peacetime. This pattern consistently emerges despite the general decline
in military spending as a percentage of GDP (Yanovskiy and Zatcovetsky 2017). The
prevalence of peacetime budget deficits and financial instability in well-established
democratic nations underscores that the process of extracting funds from both
current and future taxpayers occurs without seamless and consistent coordination
among departments, ministries, and agencies, all while the government’s size tends
to grow continuously.

The agencies’ vested interest in maximizing their authority and discretionary
power, collectively constituting “the state,” was notably highlighted by Jasay (1985).

The above-mentioned tendencies are consistent with both altruistic (public
interest) and private (conflict of interest) motives. However, the COVID policies
mentioned above—which restricted liberty, harmed the economy, and did not pro-
tect public health effectively—suggest that altruism was not the driving force of
public policies.
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An implicit conflict of interest of public decision-makers—government officials—
is always present. These decision-makers are human and may well act subconsciously
in their best interest: “A bribe blinds those who have sight and perverts the words of
the righteous” (Exodus 23:8).

And we should immediately mention that overstating the severity of the coro-
navirus crisis served Big Government’s goals. On the other hand, disseminating
knowledge about effective means to manage the pandemic like hydroxychloroquine
and ivermectin and about adverse effects of lockdowns and vaccines jeopardized the
above goals.

Big Pharma is clearly involved in the activities of special interest groups, but
the direction of influence in its relations with officials is often confused. In the “gov-
ernment official-Big Pharma management” pair, the strong side is the government
official, dictating his will to business, even to the largest. Without approval of the
FDA, Big Pharma completely lacks access to the market. In fact, the very existence of
modern Big Pharma is unthinkable without the risks and costs imposed by the FDA:
government-imposed costs are driving small and medium-sized firms and start-ups
out of the market. The harm to competition due to new powers that the FDA has
acquired since 1962 has been noted by Peltzman (1973), Dimasi et al. (1995), and
Sauer and Sauer (2007).

Big Government’s “purchasing power” buys experts, university professors, and
publications without any conflict of interest declared. You find conflict-of-interest
declarations everywhere if the research is supported by Big Pharma, but never when
the research organization is supported by public funds, like the National Science
Foundation, National Institutes of Health, the French National Research Agency
(ANR), etc. And such research often promotes expanding governmental power.

The total amount of resources Big Pharma could invest in the “bribery” of
experts and politicians is minuscule compared with governmental spending on science
and R&D. The U.S. government spends up to $40 billion yearly on health research
programs only,” mainly administered by the National Institutes of Health.!?

Morgan and Dufly (2019) assert that Big Pharma successfully “captured pol-
icymaking” in the U.S. through an annual lobbying expenditure of approximately
$30 million.

Pharmaceutical companies’ share of the overall expenditure on lobbying,
spanning all branches and levels of government, typically constitutes approximately
1 percent (just above $40 million out of $4.1 billion).!! Although pharmaceu-
tical associations and companies, specifically Pfizer, stand as some of the largest
“consumers” of lobbyist services, dozens of other firms and associations allocate

9. https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads,/2022 /03 /hist03z2_fy2023.xIsx.
10. https://officeofbudget.od.nih.gov/approp_hist.html.
11. https://www.opensecrets.org/federal-lobbying /summary (General spending).
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comparable amounts. Moreover, two leading entities invest over $80 million dollars
cach annually.!?

Chu (2008) provides more detailed data on campaign contributions by the
pharmaceutical industry, citing the website OpenSecrets. The pharma campaign con-
tributions were below $30 million per election cycle up to the year 2006. The latest
data (2022) from OpenSecrets indicates a total spending of about $40 million.'3
In contrast, combined spending for House campaigns in 2022 exceeded $1.7 billion,'*
with typical campaign costs in highly competitive districts, such as New York’s
19th,'® amounting to around $6.6 million: in NY 19, the winning candidate spent
about $2.5 million, while the losing candidate spent over $4.1 million. Therefore,
electoral “investments” carry significant risks, and their outcomes are difficult to pre-
dict. It is unlikely that even an electoral genius with full control over $40 million in a
united fund, not distributed by individual firms at their discretion, could successfully
capture Congress.

Overall spending on all electoral campaigns during recent two-year electoral
cycles made up over $15 billion ($15,435,517,216) for 2019-2020 (including pres-
idential elections) and over $9 billion ($9,159,662,377) for the 2021-2022 cycle.!
Top pharmaceutical corporations endowed less than $12.3 million (a pretty tiny
share), and overall spending of all health sectors made up $283 million for the same
cycle (about 3 percent).

Chu’s suggestion that campaign donations result in improvements in intellec-
tual property protection for the pharmaceutical industry should be complemented by
an analysis showing that, even with such improvements, FDA procedures typically
consume approximately half of the patent protection term (Sauer and Sauer 2007).

Proponents of Big Pharma’s “strongmanship” often invoke the “revolving
door” argument (Morgan and Duffy 2019). The revolving-door phenomenon is
well known—high-ranking officials move from government and the public sector
to the private sector, and vice versa. This argument is based on the assumption
that businesses are willing to reward former government officials after they leave
the civil service, treating them as if they were their own employees. The argument
also assumes implicitly that businesses are willing to take on significant reputational
risks to demonstrate loyalty to their “former employees.” Such assumptions do not
appear reasonable. Actually, the revolving-door practice can be better explained by
the assumption that high-ranking civil service officials are the true rulers. In other

12. https://www.opensecrets.org/federal-lobbying /top-spenders?cycle=2022 (accessed August 18,2023).
13. https://www.opensecrets.org/industries.

14. https://www.fec.gov/updates/statistical-summary-of-18-month-campaign-activity-of-the-2021-
2022-clection-cycle/.

15. https://www.fec.gov/data/elections/house/NY,/19/2022/.
16. https://www.fec.gov/data/browse-data/?tab=spending.
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words, ex-officials are hired precisely because they represent real power, even with
their residual influence and remaining contacts within the system.

Proponents of the conspiracy theory often point to the CARES bill, which
established a legal and budgetary framework for broad governmental intervention
in the COVID-19 crisis. The bill was introduced one year prior to the pandemic by
a Democrat legislator, Joseph Courtney from Connecticut,!” known for supporting
a larger role of government. The bill passed in the House with an overwhelming
majority of 419 to 6 on July 17, 2019, and subsequently passed unopposed in the
Senate, during the COVID-19 crisis. It was signed into law in March 2020.

Although the early introduction of the bill could be interpreted as the imple-
mentation of a special plan, it can also be explained as routine efforts by bureau-
crats and pro-welfare-state politicians to advance and solidify their agenda. In both
scenarios, there is no specific need for active participation by the pharmaceutical
industry. Although the industry undoubtedly benefited in the short term, it came
at the cost of potential long-term reputational damage. Bureaucrats benefited on a
permanent basis by establishing a precedent of seizing significant power without a
compelling justification (Yanovskiy and Socol 2021).

The same holds true for the unprecedented speed of authorization for mRNA
vaccines and the imposition of a unified treatment protocol across the country.
During any emergency, the governmental bureaucracy typically seeks to expand its
power and funding. It often advocates for the creation of new entities and bodies that
are granted new funds and discretionary power—with the realistic expectation that
government will remain permanently larger and more powerful after the crisis ends
(Higgs 1987).

Operation Warp Speed, as a public-private partnership, was managed by various
departments, including Defense and Health and Human Services, making it highly
challenging for elected politicians to exercise control over its activities. In this case,
the broad bureaucratic interest in exploiting the crisis opportunity is evident. The
establishment of this partnership (with $10 billion in funding) under the Trump
administration could be the result of successful lobbying efforts for previously
prepared plans, or the result of natural bureaucratic incentives. The opportunity
to secure $10 billion in funding appears significantly less important than gaining
unprecedented control over the decision-making of every single practitioner, under
the pretext of an emergency. To achieve this power, urgent FDA approval became
a vital necessity. It is important to stress that bureaucracy’s power has been on the
rise for over a century, and it has currently surpassed the power of Congress in the
distribution of public funds (Sanders 2004, 337-38).

Although we cannot exclude the possibility of lobbying eftforts by Big Pharma
in this case, it is not a necessary factor, as the powerful coalition of federal bureaus
had a vested interest in urgent solutions to consolidate their emergency powers.

17. https://www.congress.gov/bill /116th-congress/house-bill /748.
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The rapid approval of vaccines by the FDA, despite the lack of long-term health
outcome data, serves as another, albeit unusual, piece of evidence regarding the discre-
tionary power of Big Government. For instance, the FDA’s traditional use of its power
during the pandemic resulted in delays in public access to affordable testing kits (March
2021a, 2021b). The FDA’s general mode of operation has not significantly changed.
Although the emergency approval of vaccines was likely a difficult decision for the FDA,
the argument of a national emergency helps deflect the requirement to shorten approval
procedures for all drugs. Even if this decision was influenced by pressure from fellow
bureaucrats, the precedent of having more or less discretionary choices between routine
and emergency approval methods could serve the FDA’s best interests in the future.

So, if the narrative of the rapid approval of mRNA vaccines aligns with con-
spiracy theories, then the only plausible option is a conspiracy involving federal civil
bureaucrats (including experts) and pro—Big Government politicians.

Researchers seldom highlight the complete alignment of political views between
Washington bureaucrats and politicians advocating for a large and caring government
with flexible budget constraints and almost unlimited discretionary power (figure 1).
However, this alignment creates opportunities for both preplanned coordination and
successful ideologically driven coordination based on regular efforts, which can be
interpreted post facto as preplanned by foreign observers of the system.

Figure 1
Electoral Support of the Democratic Party in the District of Columbia,
1968-2020
(in percentage of votes cast)
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Source: District Columbia Board of Elections, Elections Results Archives. Accessed
February 28, 2024. https://dcboe.org/Elections/Election-Results-Archives.
District Columbia Board of Elections, General Election 2020: Certified Results.
Accessed February 28, 2024. https: / /electionresults.dcboe.org/election_results/
2020-General-Election.
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The capacity and opportunities of social bureaucrats, supported by pro—Big Gov-
ernment politicians, to influence dependent voters through incentives can result in the
development of a highly influential political machinery (Jasay 1985; Yanovskiy and
Zhavoronkov 2018). The initial version of this machinery as observed in the United
States since 1933 is described by Folsom (2008). Both bureaucrats and politicians
share strong incentives to collaborate, including situations such as implementing lock-
downs on their constituents (Karadimas 2022). Coordination for their collaboration
does not necessitate travel to Davos, leaving Washington and state capitals.

Aiming at the Most Formidable Adversary ov Fighting Windmills?

Viewing a big and unlimited government as the true source of the health care cri-
sis during the COVID-19 pandemic (Yanovskiy and Socol 2021, 2022; Karadimas
2022) not only provides a better explanation than conspiracy theories or the capture
of government by Big Pharma, but also offers sound policy advice that is not contin-
gent upon the actual type of coordination among pro-Big Government coalitions—
whether it is preplanned activity or coordination based on shared strong interests
and an in-depth understanding of the “rules of the game.” There is little utility in
fighting against Davos Forum conspiracy theories. However, individuals can cer-
tainly make a difference during elections by promoting and implementing radical
reductions in government functions, powers, and funding.

The Ways People Coordinate Collective Actions

Speaking about conspiracy, we should stress that in many cases cooperation can hap-
pen even in the absence of communication. The members of a group do not need to
hold meetings or even be in contact in order to achieve coordination—albeit imperfect
but sufficient to achieve their common goals. It is enough to know about the existence
of each other, about the commonality of goals and the “rules of the game.” A model
for such a situation can be the well-known “problem of twenty mathematicians.”
Twenty mathematicians participate in the game. They are in separate rooms with-
out any possibility of communication. Each room has two buttons—white and black.
Everyone gets a million dollars if one and only one (no matter who!) presses the black
button and everyone else presses the white button. Every mathematician knows that

e they are all mathematicians
e they are exactly twenty
e cveryone is given the same task

What to do?
Answer: Everyone must use a random number generator and press the black
button with a probability of 1,/20. If so, the probability of winning is close to
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40 percent(!). Interestingly, if there are one hundred, one thousand, or more mathe-
maticians, the probability of winning with this strategy practically does not decrease,
converging from above to about 37 percent.!® Thus, coordination doesn’t require
communication or a “conspiracy” at all.

However, in the real world there are many more opportunities for collabora-
tion than in this example. Among the well-known mechanisms for coordinating the
actions of nonnegotiating participants is the market process, when nonnegotiating
sellers and nonnegotiating buyers are guided by freely set prices. Another example is
the movement of cars on a highway with many lanes, where knowledge and obser-
vance of relatively simple rules that everyone is “expected to obey” (Heyne 1973) is
usually enough for everyone to reach the goal without accidents and in a reasonable
time. However, coordination is possible, unfortunately, not only in processes leading
to the maximization of the common benefit.

Small groups with strong interests and a high degree of coordination can
successfully impose tribute on society if the amount of an individual tribute is less
than the sufficiently high costs of coordinating the collective actions of members
of the society (Olson 1965). Usually, the position that allows both coordinat-
ing actions and imposing tribute on society is a position within the bureaucracy
of the executive branch of the modern welfare state. The expansion of such
groups can increase the regulatory and tax burden and slow economic growth
(Olson 1982).

The situation is complicated by the ability of bureaucrats to bribe part of the
electorate at the expense of the budget—that is, at the expense of other taxpayers
(Jasay 1985).

For example, many strange and radical initiatives of education researchers (which
ultimately reduced the quality of education significantly) have been quickly picked up
and promoted by different interest groups—bureaucrats, trade unions, politicians.
Among these initiatives are attempts to limit the influence (and even knowledge) of
parents regarding the process of the education of their children in public schools.
Other initiatives include the displacement of traditional (labor-intensive) subjects in
favor of subjects that prepare the student for participating in campaigns rather than for
advancing science, technology, business, or culture. Examples of “successes” achieved
not in market competition, but by means of “social activism” (participation in protest
campaigns, for example)—that ensure that leaders achieve a prominent social position
and guaranteed incomes—influence the education programs in many private schools
as well.

18. Solution: If everyone presses the black button with probability 1/n and the white button with prob-
ability (n—-1)/n, then (1/n) x [(n-1)/n]" is the probability that the given participant will press the black
one and all the others will press the white one. There are exactly 7 such participants. The probability of
winning is therefore n x {(1/n) x [(n-1)/n]"} = [(n-1)/n]". For large values of », this number converges
to 1/e, where e = 2.72.
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Conclusions

Common interests, strong incentives, and classified knowledge make special coor-
dination efforts unnecessary in the huge majority of cases perceived as a result of
perfect coordination.

As a result, bureaucrats of big governments over the world do not usually need
explicit coordination to make perfectly coincident or perfectly complementary moves
against their societies and against individual rights.

The most important implication of this case study is the understanding of
politicians’ and, primarily, bureaucrats’ incentives, which in turn sheds light on
their actual policy choices during the COVID-19 pandemic that resulted in huge
economic and societal losses (Singleton 2021). Our analysis offers a straightfor-
ward recommendation: We need a substantial reduction in the functions, power,
and funding of the welfare state to mitigate the most severe consequences of future
failures, whether they are preplanned or informally coordinated.
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