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The Covid-19 pandemic has revealed what at 
first glance seems a paradox: on the one hand the 
pandemic is a truly global phenomenon affecting all 
countries in the world, and on the other hand it has 
resulted in increased competition between countries 
and national, rather than global, policy responses to 
what is a global phenomenon. 

A closer look, however, reveals a different picture. 
First, the countries of the world are not equally 
affected, and second, the Covid-19 pandemic has 
resulted in a great deal of cooperation between 
nations. It has also revealed the need for more 
international cooperation in the field of public health, 
in other words health diplomacy.

Many countries are currently developing vaccines 
and at the time of writing the first vaccines have 
been approved and are in the process of being rolled 
out. It is a spectacular achievement that showcases 
the impressive scientific capability of humankind. 
It requires extraordinary capabilities to develop, 
approve, produce and distribute a new medicine to 
millions of people in a short period of time. Some of 
the technologies applied behind some of the vaccines 
have never been tried before. 

«It requires extraordinary capabilities 
to develop, approve, produce and 
distribute a new medicine to millions 
of people in a short period of time.»

Competition can therefore be useful in the field of 
vaccine development, just like it often serves us well 
in other fields of the economy. But it is vital that we 
manage the competition to ensure that it serves a 
common goal. And that is not a given. 

Covid-19 has revealed just how globalized the 
economy has become. While there are clear benefits 
to this global division of labour, it is clear that some 
products are too sensitive to be completely 
delegated to another country. When the world 
closed down in early 2020, and did so very quickly, 
the whole global supply chain of medicine was 
heavily compromised.

It is therefore not surprising that governments have 
started looking at what trade-offs there are, or 
should be, between efficient market dynamics and 
public health. The world would be ill-advised to have 
sensitive medicine produced in only one or a few 
places. This is a question that many governments 
were not sufficiently aware of prior to Covid-19, and 
these problems need to be tackled.

“The Great Equalizer”?

When Covid-19 erupted and spread globally in early 
2020, it was dubbed “The Great Equalizer” precisely 
because it was perceived to put everyone at risk in 
equal measure – in the developed world as well as 
in the developing world. The reality, however, is that 
not everyone is at risk in the same way. All diseases 
disproportionately affect the poor.

«Competition can […] be useful in the 
field of vaccine development, just like 
it often serves us well in other fields 
of the economy. But it is vital that we 
manage the competition to ensure 
that it serves a common goal. And that 
is not a given.»
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There is a great discrepancy between how the 
international community prioritizes funding for 
different diseases depending on how big a threat they 
are to rich countries. The field in which I specialize, 
malaria, has been one of the main killers in human 
history. To this day, more than 400,000 people die 
of malaria every year, almost uniquely poor people 
living in the poorest parts of the world. In addition 
to the tragedy experienced by the loved ones of these 
victims, the social and economic cost of malaria is 
staggering. These are worsened by the well-known, 
although admittedly counter-intuitive, fact that the 
best way to reduce the fertility rate is to first reduce 
the mortality rate to ensure that as many children as 
possible survive.

Yet despite the staggering economic and human 
cost of diseases like malaria, the world has by and 
large not tackled this with the sense of urgency that 
it represents. For example, WHO is currently pilot 
deploying a new malaria vaccine in three African 
countries. It is expected to reach 3 million people. 
The cost? A mere $50 million, which were hard fought 
for. Compare that to the amounts currently brandied 
about by developed-country governments in their 
efforts to curb the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

All in all, the response to Covid-19 has been sobering 
to watch compared to our response to other existential 
threats facing humankind, such as nuclear weapons 
or climate change. In response to the outbreak of 
Covid-19, the world was effectively brought to a halt 
within a matter of weeks.

Enters health diplomacy

The outbreak of Covid-19 revealed interesting 
disparities between different countries’ ability to 
respond. Somewhat surprisingly, some of the worst-
hit European countries had some of the highest 
ratings in terms of pandemic preparedness. And yet, 
when Covid-19 hit, they struggled with an adequate 
response. We will need to review in great detail the 
composition of those indexes, the relevance and 
whether they do what they are expected to do.

The lessons from Covid-19 need to be learned at 
a global level to ensure that the world is better 
prepared should another pandemic visit our planet. 
“The Great Equalizer” was not an equalizer at all. As 
pointed out above, all diseases disproportionately 
affect the poor. That is why WHO is so essential.
 

«The world would be ill-advised to 
have sensitive medicine produced in 
only one or a few places.»

But WHO will only succeed if the right diplomats create 
the enabling environment for its success. The world 
needs more diplomats who are skilled in issues of 
public health. What are the key skills of a good health 
diplomat? I would mention four: 

1. Scientific knowledge. In many parts of the 
world, we need to bring science back to the 
forefront. Diplomats need to be acquainted 
with the science and the technology that is 
on offer. We are living in a world where 
science is a key component of progress.  

2. Solidarity. Covid-19 has shown the degree to 
which we live on one planet. And there isn’t 
a Plan B. 

3. Honesty. Honesty is essential for ensuring that 
international solutions can be developed with 
national biases.  

4. Passion. Scientific knowledge, solidarity and 
honesty needs to be applied with a large degree 
of passion. Without passion, there will be no true 
movement. 

Covid-19 has provided the perfect illustration of 
the fact that health is and has to be a fundamental 
element on the international agenda. There have been 
few high-level meetings in the past year that haven’t 
addressed health issues. It is therefore crucial that 
the world develops the health diplomacy necessary to 
take up the challenge of creating international health 
solutions that will truly benefit us all.

«The world needs more diplomats 
who are skilled in issues of public 
health.»

«All in all, the response to Covid-19 
has been sobering to watch compared 
to our response to other existential 
threats facing humankind, such as 
nuclear weapons or climate change.»


