
 

WHO denies politics swayed Ebola
emergency declaration
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In this photo taken on Wednesday, March 11, 2015, a health worker holds up his
arms after he and others buried a person that they suspect died form the Ebola
virus at a new graveyard on the outskirts of Monrovia, Liberia. One year after
the World Health Organization declared the Ebola outbreak, vaccine trials are
under way in Liberia and Guinea. Sierra Leone will start a trial later this month.
(AP Photo/ Abbas Dulleh)

The World Health Organization denied Monday that politics swayed the
decision to declare an international emergency over the spread of the
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Ebola virus last year, despite evidence senior staffers repeatedly
discussed the diplomatic and economic fallout of such a move.

A year after WHO declared that Ebola had been found in Guinea, the
agency is on the defensive over reports that it dragged its feet when
raising the international alarm over the disease. Internal communications
published by The Associated Press last week documented senior agency
staff discouraging the move about two months before the international
alert was finally raised, citing diplomatic relations, mining interests and
the Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca.

WHO spokeswoman Dr. Margaret Harris said Monday that "political
considerations did not play a role" and that notions to the contrary were
due to a misinterpretation of the leaked documents. Harris did not
respond to follow-up questions about how the documents should have
been interpreted.

Political worries appear to loom large in the communications obtained
by AP, which include emails and memoranda. A June 10 memo sent to
WHO Director-General Dr. Margaret Chan says declaring an
emergency—or convening a committee to discuss the issue—could be
seen as a "hostile act" by Ebola-affected countries. When senior African
staff floated the idea of declaring an emergency on June 4, WHO
official Dr. Sylvie Briand wrote that she saw such a move as a "last
resort."

An international emergency was eventually declared on Aug. 8, by which
point nearly 1,000 people had died.

Ebola was judged to have become a health emergency with international
implications nearly a month earlier by the U.S. Centers for Disease
Prevention and Control.
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"I activated the emergency operations center at the CDC on July 9," said
Dr. Tom Frieden, CDC director, meaning the agency moved
immediately to put the organization's full weight behind efforts to curb
Ebola in mid-July.

  
 

  

In this photo taken on Friday, Feb. 27, 2015, Health workers carry the remains
of a person that they suspect died from the Ebola virus near the village of Gbah
on the outskirts of Monrovia, Liberia. One year after the World Health
Organization declared the Ebola outbreak, vaccine trials are under way in Liberia
and Guinea. Sierra Leone will start a trial later this month. (AP Photo/ Abbas
Dulleh)

Frieden said WHO's international emergency declaration should have
been based mainly on health criteria.

"We need to ensure the technical issues are always the primary issues
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that lead to the decisions that are made," he said.

WHO argues that an emergency—the equivalent of a global
SOS—wasn't needed despite criteria which suggest one is warranted
when there's a high risk that the disease will jump to another country and
spark a new outbreak there.

Recently drafted internal talking points seen by AP say West Africa's
borders are so porous that it didn't make sense to declare an emergency
despite the fact that the virus was causing an epidemic across three
countries by early 2014.

"What we needed to see before declaring (an international emergency)
was whether other countries that did not have this continuous cross-
border movement were at risk," the talking points state. Harris, the
spokeswoman, said that only happened in July when a Liberian
passenger sick with the virus arrived in Nigeria.

Other experts weren't persuaded.

"I find that a very strange argument because to consider that an epidemic
that had taken hold in three different countries was not an international
epidemic ... (it) doesn't make sense," said Christopher Stokes, general
director of Doctors Without Borders, which published a report on the
outbreak Monday.

In its talking points, WHO tries to draw a distinction between declaring a
global emergency and responding to the crisis, arguing that it mounted "a
strong operational response" last year.

But that is disputed by several people who witnessed WHO's response on
the ground. Many defenders of WHO, including senior people within the
agency, say the organization just isn't cut out for hands-on work in the
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field.

"The role of WHO is to provide technical assistance to a country,"
Briand, the WHO official, told AP two weeks ago. "We're not made for
operations."

WHO announced earlier this month it had created an independent panel
of experts to assess its response to Ebola and a preliminary report is due
in May.

  More information: An interactive containing a selection of internal
emails and documents from WHO illustrating the agency's decision-
making in the Ebola crisis is available at: interactives.ap.org/specials/i …
documents/who-ebola/ 

MSF's report on the outbreak (PDF): www.msf.org.uk/sites/uk/files/ …
limit_and_beyond.pdf
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