
 

Can the Ebola outbreak rejuvenate global
health security?
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The Ebola virus, isolated in November 2014 from patient blood samples
obtained in Mali. The virus was isolated on Vero cells in a BSL-4 suite at Rocky
Mountain Laboratories. Credit: NIAID

The west African Ebola epidemic has rekindled interest in global health
security, but it has also highlighted a troubling lack of political
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commitment to public health, and it is far from clear whether the crisis
will be enough to rejuvenate global health security, say leading global
health experts writing in The Lancet.

Through a series of essays, the review, which is published as part of a
special issue on global health security, explores different perspectives on
the wider lessons that can be drawn from the outbreak, including how it
has demonstrated the importance of securing individuals' access to 
health care as part of the pursuit of global health security.

The essays discuss whether the Ebola crisis is likely to increase political
commitment to advancing health security and provide insight into the
relevance to global health security of several issues, from counterfeit
medicines and antimicrobial resistance, to armed conflict, natural
disasters and migration.

"The Ebola epidemic has clearly illustrated the importance of protecting
societies from infectious disease threats that spread across national
borders," says David Heymann, lead author of the Review, Head of the
Centre on Global Health Security at Chatham House, and Professor of
Infectious Disease Epidemiology at the London School of Hygiene &
Tropical Medicine, London, UK.

"Throughout history, the approach to threats like this has been to focus
on rapid detection of outbreaks and rapid response—this has been the
commonly understood conceptualisation of health security for centuries.
But the crisis has also highlighted a second, equally important but less-
appreciated aspect of global health security—ensuring personal access to
health services and products around the world. This needs to be better
recognised as part of the scope of global health security."

One essay argues that, despite having been formerly catalytic in raising
the prominence of global health in world affairs, global health security
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has suffered years of political neglect by countries, downgrading within
WHO, and legal non-compliance in the decade preceding the west
African Ebola outbreak. It also highlights how the Ebola crisis has
exposed WHO's shortcomings and damaged its credibility.

Another essay discusses how the Ebola epidemic is only the most recent
event to have exposed how ill-suited the medical research and
development system is to tackle the world's health priorities, arguing that
improving access to diagnostics, drugs, and vaccines cannot be left to
market forces. Three-quarters of new medicines reaching the market
provide no added therapeutic value, and the authors argue that too often
promising leads which could address public health priorities are not
pursued, and a system that prioritises development according to unmet
health needs, rather than profit prospects, could play a key role in
improving global health security.

Moreover, as the authors of another essay point out, with a quarter of
medicines in low-income countries believed to be substandard or
counterfeit, the global trade in fake medicines drastically undermines the
capabilities of governments to curb both infectious and non-
communicable diseases (NCDs), while eroding public confidence in
governments and international institutions.

Just as noteworthy are the challenges that stem from the rising
prevalence and soaring costs of NCDs, which increasingly undermine the
ability of governments to implement universal health coverage (UHC).
One essay argues that non-governmental organisations should lead
efforts to improve the population's health by holding major corporations
to account, in the same way that climate change activists have driven
improved greenhouse gas emissions and climate change strategies for
more than 3000 major corporations worldwide.

While the international response to the Ebola outbreak has shown how
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much concerted global action can achieve, say the authors, only an
increased commitment to improving individual access to affordable, safe
and effective health services, products, and technologies—the goal of
universal health coverage—can make health security a reality for all.

"The central message of this collection of short essays is that there is no
simple definition of health security," write Lancet Editors Dr Pam Das
and Richard Horton in a Comment linked to the review. "It means,
variously, human security, the prevention and control of infectious
diseases, attention to non-communicable diseases, revitalising research
and development to produce global public goods, dealing with
substandard and falsified drugs, considering conflict and disaster
settings, addressing international migration, and building stronger health
systems through universal health coverage. The complexity of global 
health security should not induce paralysis. But it should make us pause
before we argue for quick solutions."

Writing in another review published as part of the special issue,
Professor Lawrence Gostin and Professor Eric Friedman from O'Neill
Institute for National and Global Health Law at Georgetown University
Law Center, Washington, USA, say that the Ebola crisis provides a rare
political opportunity for sweeping reforms. They propose a blueprint for
a transformed global health system with robust, equitable national health
systems at its core; an empowered WHO taking a more prominent
leadership role, with member states doubling its budget to US$8 billion
over 5 years to achieve this goal; and strong International Health
Regulations that can hold member states to account.

"These reforms would not only keep populations secure against epidemic
threats, but would also ensure that everyday health needs were met
through universal health coverage," says Gostin. "If the WHO fails to
lead an effective, well-funded, and coordinated response when the next
epidemic strikes, it could have devastating consequences in rich and
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poor countries alike."

Finally, in a Viewpoint paper accompanying the special issue, Dr
Margaret Kruk from the Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health,
Boston, USA, and colleagues, look at what can be learnt from the Ebola
epidemic to make health systems more resilient, by being better
prepared to withstand and respond to severe global health crises,
minimise social and economic disruption, and recover more quickly.

  More information: The Lancet, www.thelancet.com/infographics …
obal-health-security
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