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Global pandemic agreement at risk of falling apart, WHO warns

The accord, aimed at preventing another health catastrophe, is
losing momentum due to ‘lies and conspiracy theories’

AFP in Geneva
Mon 22 Jan 2024 20.02 GMT

Plans for a global pandemic preparedness agreement risk falling apart amid wrangling and disinformation, according to the chief
of the World Health Organization, who has warned that future generations “may not forgive us”.

Shaken by the Covid-19 pandemic, the WHO’s 194 member states decided more than two years ago to start negotiating an
international accord aimed at ensuring countries are better equipped to deal with the next health catastrophe, or to prevent it
altogether.

The plan was to seal the agreement at the 2024 World Health Assembly, the WHO’s decision-making body, which convenes on 27
May.

However, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, the WHO’s director-general, said the momentum had been slowed down by entrenched
positions and “a torrent of fake news, lies, and conspiracy theories”.

He warned that if nobody was prepared to seize the initiative or give ground, the whole project risked going nowhere.

Tedros told the WHO’s executive board in Geneva on Monday: “Time is very short. And there are several outstanding issues that
remain to be resolved.”

Failure to strike an agreement would be “a missed opportunity for which future generations may not forgive us”, he said.

Tedros said all countries needed the capacity to detect and share pathogens presenting a risk, and timely access to tests,
treatments and vaccines.

He called for a “strong agreement that will help to protect our children and grandchildren from future pandemics”.

Tedros said claims that the accord would cede sovereignty to the WHO or give it the power to impose lockdowns and vaccine
mandates were “completely false”.

“We cannot allow this historic agreement, this milestone in global health, to be sabotaged.”

WHO member states decided in December 2021 to create a new international instrument on pandemic prevention, preparedness
and response, aimed at ensuring the flaws that turned Covid-19 into a global crisis could never happen again.

The WHO emergencies director, Michael Ryan, reminded countries how the pandemic “ripped apart our social, economic and
political systems and became a multi-trillion dollar problem”.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/jan/22/global-pandemic-agreement-at-risk-of-falling-apart-who-warns
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In the midst of major geopolitical conflicts, “this is one thing the world agrees on”, he said.

Roland Driece, who is co-chairing the negotiations, said the project had condensed a seven-year process into two years.
He said the accord should be ambitious, innovative and with clear commitments.

On the disagreements, he said European countries wanted more money invested in pandemic prevention, while Africa wanted
the knowledge and financing to make that work, plus proper access to pandemic “countermeasures” such as vaccines and
treatments.

He said there were two sessions of two weeks left to do an “extreme” amount of work.

Parallel negotiations are also going on to reform the international health regulations (IHR), which many countries felt had been
found badly wanting.

Under these, Tedros declared Covid-19 a public health emergency of international concern on 30 January 2020 - the highest level
of alert available under the regulations.

But it was not until March 2020 when he described the worsening situation as a pandemic - a word that does
not exist in the IHR vocabulary - that the world jolted into action, by which time the virus was already widespread.

Tedros declared an end to the international emergency in May 2023.

Ashley Bloomfield, the chief executive of New Zealand’s health ministry during the pandemic, is co-chairing the IHR
negotiations.

Like Tedros, he criticised a “coordinated and sophisticated campaign” of misinformation and disinformation attempting to
undermine the process.

He said there were 300 proposed amendments to plough through during the talks.
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Well, 2023 didn't exactly go to plan, did it?

Here in the UK, the prime minister, Rishi Sunak, had promised us a government of stability and competence - not forgetting
professionalism, integrity and accountability - after the rollercoaster ride of Boris Johnson and Liz Truss. Remember Liz? These
days she seems like a long forgotten comedy act. Instead, Sunak took us even further through the looking-glass into the
Conservative psychodrama.

Elsewhere, the picture has been no better. In the US, Donald Trump is now many people’s favourite to become president again.
In Ukraine, the war has dragged on with no end in sight. The danger of the rest of the world getting battle fatigue and losing
interest all too apparent. Then there is the war in the Middle East and not forgetting the climate crisis ...

But a new year brings new hope. There are elections in many countries, including the UK and the US. We have to believe in
change. That something better is possible. The Guardian will continue to cover events from all over the world and our reporting
now feels especially important. But running a news gathering organisation doesn’t come cheap.

So this year, I am asking you - if you can afford it - to give money. Well, not to me personally - though you can if you like - but
to the Guardian. The average monthly support in the Philippines is around $4, however much you give, all that matters is
you’re choosing to support open, independent journalism.

With your help, we can make our journalism free to everyone. You won’t ever find any of our news reports or comment pieces
tucked away behind a paywall. We couldn’t do this without you. Unlike our politicians, when we say we are in this together we
mean it.

Happy new year!

John Crace
Guardian columnist
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