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10 global health issues to track in 2021

2020 was a devastating year for global health. A previously unknown virus raced around the
world, rapidly emerging as one of its top killers, laying bare the inadequacies of health systems.
Today, health services in all regions are struggling to both tackle COVID-19, and provide people
with vital care.

In another blow, the pandemic threatens to set back hard-won global health progress achieved
over the past two decades - in fighting infectious diseases, for example, and improving maternal
and child health.

So in 2021, countries around the world will need to continue battle COVID-19 (albeit with the
knowledge that effective tools are evolving). They will need to move swiftly to repair and
reinforce their health systems so they can deliver these tools, and to address the key societal
and environmental issues that result in some sections of the population suffering so much more
than others.

WHO and its partners will be at their side. We will work to help countries strengthen
preparedness for pandemics and other emergencies. We will remind them of the importance of
bringing countries together and of involving the whole government, not just the health sector.
And we will support them in building strong health systems and healthy populations
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International Day of Epidemic Preparedness

The COVID-19 pandemic has underscored the importance of investing in systems to
prevent, detect and respond to infectious disease outbreaks.

The first ever International Day of Epidemic Preparedness, being held on 27 December
2020, was called for by the United Nations General Assembly to advocate the importance
of the prevention of, preparedness for and partnership against epidemics.

WHO works closely with governments to support efforts to build strong emergency and
epidemic preparedness systems, as part of an overall approach to advance universal
health coverage and strengthen primary health care systems.

EiE : 12 A 27 BZERIESTSYIRRT—IC

COVID-19 D/)\>F=wvold. BREEEDOREZ T, &, WETDEHDI AT AICIKET
DCEDEEHZ®FALTNET,

E&E(d 2020 £ 12 B 27 HIC. IS XOEWMZFEE. L1 - )I\RAY—)LOFER (12 B 27
H) #EBRIEFIVIMKT—EULT. TEFTIVYD (BEEEDRIT) OF. #Ei. HKRU
Bh - BEOEEMZIRIET DREEITVEL.

WHO (FEEBMERZECH AL, UHC ZHEEL. TSANYUNLAT 7S AT L5869 3
77O-FD—REUVT. BEFCERNDBIET SV IMRI AT LAZBET DD EHES
EBUTWET,

202141 H4H
A vear without precedent: WHQO’s COVID-19 response

Taking stock of all that’s been achieved - and the partnerships working to end the
pandemic.

It was the scenario the public health community had feared for decades. A dangerous
virus emerges. It spreads rapidly around the world.

COVID-19 infects people when they come together, but coming together is also how we
will beat it. 2020 saw the world unite against the virus, from small personal gestures to
protect others, to international collaboration on research and innovation. The year ends
with COVID-19 vaccines rolling out — an extraordinary feat.

Science, solutions and solidarity have been WHO'’s tools for addressing the biggest health
threat of the past century - this is the story of the response we built with them.
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WHO issues its first emergency use validation for a COVID-19
vaccine and emphasizes need for equitable global access

The World Health Organization (WHO) today listed the Comirnaty COVID-19 mRNA
vaccine for emergency use, making the Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine the first to receive
emergency validation from WHO since the outbreak began a year ago.

The WHOQO’s Emergency Use Listing (EUL) opens the door for countries to expedite their
own regulatory approval processes to import and administer the vaccine. It also enables
UNICEF and the Pan-American Health Organization to procure the vaccine for
distribution to countries in need.
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UNICEF, WHO, IFRC and MSF announce the establishment of a
global Ebola vaccine stockpile

The four leading international health and humanitarian organizations announced today
the establishment of a global Ebola vaccine stockpile to ensure outbreak response.
The effort to establish the stockpile was led by the International Coordinating Group
(ICG) on Vaccine Provision, which includes the World Health Organization (WHO),
UNICEF, the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC),
and Médecins Sans Frontieres (MSF), with financial support from Gavi, the Vaccine
Alliance. The stockpile will allow countries, with the support of humanitarian
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organizations, to contain future Ebola epidemics by ensuring timely access to vaccines
for populations at risk during outbreaks.
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Global scientists double down on SARS-CoV-2 variants research at
WHO-hosted forum

Global scientists are intensifying research into COVID-19, as the World Health
Organization (WHQO) moves to expand its scientific collaboration and monitoring of
emerging variants of SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes COVID-19.

A day-long virtual meeting of scientists from around the globe, convened by WHO,
brought together more than 1,750 experts from 124 countries to discuss critical
knowledge gaps and research priorities for emerging variants of the virus.

There was a consensus on the importance of integrating the new SARS-CoV-2 variants
research into the global research and innovation agenda while enhancing coordination
across disciplines.
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WHO urges governments to promote healthy food in public facilities
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Public settings, such as schools, childcare centres, nursing homes, hospitals and
correctional facilities and all other canteens of public institutions, can play a key role in
ensuring people are provided with healthy food and helping prevent the 8 million annual
deaths currently caused by unhealthy diets.

A new WHO Action framework for developing and implementing public food
procurement and service policies for a healthy diet aims to increase the availability of
healthy food through setting nutrition criteria for food served and sold in public settings.
The action framework also aims to reduce preventable diseases and deaths from high
consumption of sodium and salt, sugars and fats, particularly trans fats, and inadequate
consumption of whole grains, legumes, vegetables and fruit.
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Strengthening vital partnership between WHO and France

On 7 December 2020 high level representatives from the French government and WHO
gathered virtually for their annual strategic dialogue to take stock of collaboration during
the year 2020 and to discuss key joint priorities for collaboration for 2021. The objective
of the meeting was to agree on specific ways to enhance cooperation and a road map
around key areas: the WHO Academy, health emergencies preparedness and response,
including COVID-19 response, investing in resilient health systems in particular through
primary health care and multilateralism in health with a strengthened WHO as the leader
in global health.
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Statement on the sixth meeting of the International Health
Regulations (2005) Emergency Committee regarding the coronavirus
disease (COVID-19) pandemic

The sixth meeting of the Emergency Committee convened by the WHO Director-General
under the International Health Regulations (2005) (IHR) regarding the coronavirus
disease (COVID-19) took place on Thursday, 14 January 2021 from 12:15 to 16:45
Geneva time (CEST).

The Director-General determined that the COVID-19 pandemic continues to constitute a
PHEIC. He accepted the advice of the Committee to WHO and issued the Committee’s
advice to States Parties as Temporary Recommendations under the THR.

The Emergency Committee will be reconvened within three months, at the discretion of
the Director-General. The Director-General thanked the Committee for its work.

Advice to the WHO Secretariat

- SARS-CoV-2 Variants

- COVID-19 Vaccines

- Health Measures in Relation to International Traffic
- Evidence-Based Response Strategies

- Surveillance

- Strengthening Health Systems
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World Health Assembly endorses the 1st ever resolution on
meningitis prevention and control

At the 73" Session of the World Health Assembly, Member States overwhelmingly
endorsed a resolution calling for urgent action on meningitis prevention and control
through the implementation of a bold, comprehensive global roadmap to defeat
meningitis by 2030. Developed under WHO leadership, through extensive and broad
consultation, this global roadmap paves the way for the implementation of
multidisciplinary, integrated interventions to achieve:

e long-term integrated meningitis prevention and control for an accelerated and
durable reduction in cases and deaths;

e shifting from epidemic preparedness and response to prevention and elimination
of epidemics;

e recognition of long-term sequelae from meningitis and concerted action to
reduce disability and provide support to people affected and their families.
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Second report on progress by the Independent Panel for Pandemic
Preparedness and Response

The Director-General has the honour to draw to the attention of the Executive Board at
its 148th session the second report on progress submitted by the Co-Chairs of the
Independent Panel for Pandemic Preparedness and Response, which is available at the
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following link:
https://live-the-independent-panel.pantheonsite.io/wpcontent/uploads/2021/01/Inde
pendent-Panel_Second-Report-on-Progress_Final-15-Jan-2021.pdf.
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WHO Director-General's opening remarks at 148th session of the
Executive Board

The recent emergence of rapidly-spreading variants makes the rapid and equitable
rollout of vaccines all the more important.

But we now face the real danger that even as vaccines bring hope to some, they become
another brick in the wall of inequality between the world’s haves and have-nots.
Vaccine equity is not just a moral imperative, it is a strategic and economic imperative.
The theme for World Health Day this year is health inequality.

My challenge to all Member States is to ensure that by the time World Health Day arrives
on the 7 of April, COVID-19 vaccines are being administered in every country, as a
symbol of hope for overcoming both the pandemic and the inequalities that lie at the root
of so many global health challenges.

I hope this will be realized.
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Statement to the 148th Executive Board by the Chair of the Review
Committee on the Functioning of the International Health
Regulations (2005) during the COVID-19 Response

Our mandate is to review the functioning of the International Health Regulations (2005)
during the COVID-19 response and the status of implementation of the relevant
recommendations of previous IHR Review Committees and to make technical
recommendations to the Director-General, including any potential amendments.

Let me point out the most important ones:

Member States and experts overwhelmingly support the IHR as a cornerstone of
international public health and health security law, but several areas need improving if
we are to be better prepared for the next pandemic. While we have not finalized our
article-by-article assessment, there is a growing belief in the Committee that most of the
necessary improvements can be achieved through more effective implementation of the
existing provisions of the IHR, and do not require at this point changes to the design of
the IHR.
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COVAX Announces new agreement, plans for first deliveries

- COVAX announced the signing of an advance purchase agreement for up to 40 million
doses of the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine; rollout to commence with successful execution of
supply agreements.
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- Additionally, COVAX announced that, pending WHO emergency use listings, nearly 150
million doses of the AstraZeneca/Oxford candidate are anticipated to be available in Q1
2021, via existing agreements with the Serum Institute of India (SII) and AstraZeneca.

- COVAX is therefore on track to deliver at least 2 billion doses by the end of the year,
including at least 1.3 billion doses to 92 lower income economies in the Gavi COVAX
AMC.
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GACVS COVID-19 Vaccine Safety subcommittee meeting to review
reports of deaths of very frail elderly individuals vaccinated with
Pfizer BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine, BNT162b2

Based on a careful scientific review of the information made available, the subcommittee
came to the following conclusions:

The current reports do not suggest any unexpected or untoward increase in fatalities in
frail, elderly individuals or any unusual characteristics of adverse events following
administration of BNT162b2. Reports are in line with the expected, all-cause mortality
rates and causes of death in the sub-population of frail, elderly individuals, and the
available information does not confirm a contributory role for the vaccine in the reported
fatal events. In view of this, the committee considers that the benefit-risk balance of
BNT162b2 remains favourable in the elderly, and does not suggest any revision, at
present, to the recommendations around the safety of this vaccine.
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https://www.who.int/news/item/22-01-2021-gacvs-review-deaths-pfizer-biontech-covid-19-vaccine-bnt162b2
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WHO Director-General's opening remarks at the media briefing on
COVID-19 — 22 January 2021

e Yesterday, the United States of America announced that it plans to retain its
membership in WHO. We welcome President Biden’s commitment not just to
remaining part of the WHO family, but to working constructively with WHO, its
Member States and the multilateral system to end the pandemic and address the
many health challenges we face globally.

e Today I'm glad to announce that COVAX has signed an agreement with
Pfizer/BioNTech for up to 40 million doses of its vaccine.

e COVAX is on track to deliver 2 billion doses by the end of year.

o It's important we all remember that vaccines will complement, but not replace,
the proven public health measures that have been shown to suppress
transmission and save lives.
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https://www.who.int/director-general/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-on-covid-19-22-january-2021
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Meeting report of the WHO expert consultation on the definition of
extensively drug-resistant tuberculosis

The World Health Organization (WHO) consultation meeting on the definition
of extensively drug resistant (XDR) tuberculosis (TB) was held on 27, 28 and
29 October 2020 as an online meeting, organized by the Global TB
Programme, WHO, Geneva, Switzerland. Over 70 participants attended the
meeting, representing countries, bilateral and multilateral agencies,
international organizations, hongovernmental organizations, civil society and
academia.

The overall goal of the meeting was to discuss recent changes in treatment
regimens and diagnostics for drug-resistant TB and to determine how these
impact on the definition of XDR-TB, with a view to revising this definition. The
pre-existing definition of XDR-TB was formulated in 2006 at a meeting of the
Global Taskforce on XDR-TB, convened by WHO, and has been in use for
clinical and surveillance purposes, since this time.
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Online global consultation on contact tracing for COVID-19, 9-11
June 2020

COVID-19 has heavily emphasized how contact tracing is crucial for managing outbreaks,
and as part of the strategy for adjusting, and eventually lifting, lockdowns and other
stringent public health and social measures. As the pandemic develops further, it will be
a core measure to manage further waves of infection. In early June 2020, the World
Health Organization (WHO) convened an online global consultation on contact tracing in
the context of COVID-19, looking at the lessons of the pandemic to date; known and
emerging best practices; and the measures necessary for urgent implementation,


https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/meeting-report-of-the-who-expert-consultation-on-the-definition-of-extensively-drug-resistant-tuberculosis
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/meeting-report-of-the-who-expert-consultation-on-the-definition-of-extensively-drug-resistant-tuberculosis
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/online-global-consultation-on-contact-tracing-for-covid-19-9-11-june-2020
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/online-global-consultation-on-contact-tracing-for-covid-19-9-11-june-2020

scale-up, maintenance and enhancement of contact tracing activities. This report
captures the meeting deliberations and key recommendations of WHO and GOARNs
COVID 19 response stakeholders, addressing ways to strengthen the contact tracing
response and review operational experiences together to further improve collaboration
and coordination between partners
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UN agencies warn economic impact of COVID-19 and worsening
inequalities will fuel malnutrition for billions in Asia and the Pacific

Child and maternal diets particularly vulnerable

The economic impact of COVID-19 on the world’s most populous region is threatening to
further undermine efforts to improve diets and nutrition of nearly two billion people in
Asia and the Pacific who were already unable to afford healthy diets prior to the
pandemic, says a new report published today by four specialized agencies of the United
Nations.

The report found that 1.9 billion people were unable to afford a healthy diet, even before
the COVID-19 outbreak and the damage it has since caused to economies and individual
livelihoods.

Due to higher prices for fruits, vegetables and dairy products, it has become nearly
impossible for poor people in Asia and the Pacific to achieve healthy diets, the
affordability of which is critical to ensure food security and nutrition for all — and for
mothers and children in particular.

Food prices and available incomes govern household decisions on food and dietary
intake. But the outbreak of COVID-19 and a lack of decent work opportunities in many
parts of the region, alongside significant uncertainty of food systems and markets, has
led to a worsening of inequality, as poorer families with dwindling incomes further alter
their diets to choose cheaper, less nutritious foods.


https://www.who.int/westernpacific/news/detail/20-01-2021-un-agencies-warn-economic-impact-of-covid-19-and-worsening-inequalities-will-fuel-malnutrition-for-billions-in-asia-and-the-pacific
https://www.who.int/westernpacific/news/detail/20-01-2021-un-agencies-warn-economic-impact-of-covid-19-and-worsening-inequalities-will-fuel-malnutrition-for-billions-in-asia-and-the-pacific
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IDIA and the WHO announce strategic collaboration to support the
scale-up of health innovations

The World Health Organization (WHO) and the International Development Innovation Alliance
(IDIA) today signed a strategic Collaborative Agreement to support the scaling of health
innovations.

Collaboration between IDIA members and WHO will cover the following five areas:

1. INNOVATION DEMAND. Jointly collaborate in support of WHO Member States to
enhance the identification and articulation of demand for innovation responding to
national health needs and priorities and global targets.

2. INNOVATION SUPPLY. IDIA member agencies will contribute relevant innovations
from their collective pipelines to meet the demand and innovation in health priorities
articulated by WHO Member States.

3. INNOVATION ASSESSMENT. WHO and IDIA will share expertise and tools to
support the efficient assessment and clustering of scale-ready innovations surfaced
through the supply pipeline.

4. INNOVATION SCALE-UP. Work together to identify specific opportunities to
support the demand-led scale-up of health innovations for the benefit of WHO
Member States in collaboration with non-state actors and members of the
international development community, as appropriate.

5. INNOVATION & SCALING SKILLS DEVELOPMENT. Join forces to support the
continuous development of innovation and scaling knowledge and skills among
WHO staff (HQ, regional and local), Member States and development partners as
may be appropriate.


https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/wpro---documents/health-topics/nutrition/210118-fao-panorama-report-2020-3.pdf?Status=Master&sfvrsn=1217e849_7
https://www.who.int/news/item/26-01-2021-idia-and-the-who-announce-strategic-collaboration-to-support-the-scale-up-of-health-innovations
https://www.who.int/news/item/26-01-2021-idia-and-the-who-announce-strategic-collaboration-to-support-the-scale-up-of-health-innovations
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WHO recommends the dapivirine vaginal ring as a new choice for
HIV prevention for women at substantial risk of HIV infection

WHO today recommended that the dapivirine vaginal ring (DPV-VR) may be offered
as an additional prevention choice for women at substantial risk of HIV infection
as part of combination prevention approaches.

The DPV-VR is a female-initiated option to reduce the risk of HIV infection. To properly
use the ring, it must be worn inside the vagina for a period of 28 days, after which it
should be replaced by a new ring. The ring is made of silicone and is easy to bend and
insert. The ring works by releasing the antiretroviral drug dapivirine from the ring into
the vagina slowly over 28 days.
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Eliminating NTDs: together towards 2030 — Formal launch of the
new road map for neglected tropical diseases



https://www.who.int/news/item/26-01-2021-who-recommends-the-dapivirine-vaginal-ring-as-a-new-choice-for-hiv-prevention-for-women-at-substantial-risk-of-hiv-infection
https://www.who.int/news/item/26-01-2021-who-recommends-the-dapivirine-vaginal-ring-as-a-new-choice-for-hiv-prevention-for-women-at-substantial-risk-of-hiv-infection
https://www.who.int/news-room/events/detail/2021/01/28/default-calendar/eliminating-ntds-together-towards-2030-formal-launch-of-the-new-road-map-for-neglected-tropical-diseases
https://www.who.int/news-room/events/detail/2021/01/28/default-calendar/eliminating-ntds-together-towards-2030-formal-launch-of-the-new-road-map-for-neglected-tropical-diseases

WHO will launch its road map for NTDs entitled ‘Ending the neglect to attain the
Sustainable Development Goals: a road map for neglected tropical diseases 2021-2030’
is a high-level strategic document and advocacy tool, aimed at strengthening
programmatic response to NTDs through shared goals and disease specific targets
backed by smarter investments. By mainstreaming 20 diseases, it aims to push for:

e Stronger accountability - shifting from process to impact indicators and
accelerating programmatic action to improve scientific understanding, planning
and logistics, advocacy and funding, collaboration & multisectoral action

o Intensified cross-cutting approaches - integrating delivery platforms;
mainstreaming with local health systems; coordinating beyond health;
strengthening country capacity; mobilizing regional & global resources

e A change in operating model and culture - stronger country ownership,
improved roles of stakeholders, clearer roles and responsibilities to deliver on
2030 targets
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WHO highlights progress in accelerating access to hepatitis C
diagnostics and treatment in low- and middle-income countries

Many low- and middle-income countries have reduced suffering from hepatitis C, thanks
to increased access to testing and treatment. Some achieved a 20-fold increase in the
number of people treated with safe and effective direct-acting retroviral drugs between


https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-UCN-NTD-2020.01
https://www.who.int/news/item/27-01-2021-who-highlights-progress-in-accelerating-access-to-hepatitis-c-diagnostics-and-treatment-in-low-and-middle-income-countries
https://www.who.int/news/item/27-01-2021-who-highlights-progress-in-accelerating-access-to-hepatitis-c-diagnostics-and-treatment-in-low-and-middle-income-countries

2015 and 2018, according to the Global progress report on accelerating access to
hepatitis C diagnostics and treatment, released by WHO today.

A drop in prices underpins this success

Low- and middle-income countries can now aim to achieve a price as low as US$ 60 per
patient for a 12-week course of treatment with WHO-prequalified generic sofosbuvir and
daclatasvir. Prices offered by suppliers of WHO-prequalified HCV rapid diagnostic tests
ranged between US$ 1 and US$ 8 per test.
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Messages for World Leprosy Day 2021

From Yohei Sasakawa, WHO Goodwill Ambassador for Leprosy

Elimination

Over the past year, the headlines have been dominated by COVID-19. It is easy to
overlook other diseases, especially a disease such as leprosy that many people think is a
disease of the past.

But leprosy requires our attention. There are still some 200,000 new cases diagnosed
worldwide each year. Millions of people are living with some form of disability as a result
of leprosy.

Both the label “leprosy” and the disability that can result if this age-old disease goes
untreated can lead to social exclusion. Persons affected by leprosy continue to face
discrimination, reinforced in some countries by outdated laws that make leprosy grounds
for divorce, prevent people with the disease from participating in public life or place other
restrictions on their activities.


https://www.who.int/publications-detail-redirect/9789240019003
https://www.who.int/publications-detail-redirect/9789240019003
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240019003
https://www.who.int/news/item/30-01-2021-messages-for-world-leprosy-day-2021

As WHO Goodwill Ambassador for Leprosy Elimination, I have seen for myself how
leprosy has marginalized individuals. Women and children are particularly vulnerable to
the social and economic consequences of the disease.
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