
 

Slimmer draft pandemic agreement released
ahead of fresh talks
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The new draft of the global pandemic agreement has been released to
countries ahead of Thursday's deadline, with a more streamlined take on
how the world should handle future pandemics.
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Rattled by COVID-19, which shredded economies, crippled health
systems and killed millions, countries have spent two years trying to craft
an international accord on pandemic prevention, preparedness and
response.

The ninth and supposedly final round of talks among the World Health
Organization's 194 member states, held at the WHO headquarters in
Geneva, ended on March 28 without a deal.

The bureau of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Body conducting the
talks therefore went away to reflect on the major sticking points and
come up with a new, tighter draft, honing in on areas of common
ground.

The new draft retains some provisions on equity—which developing
countries have been holding out for—but kicks some aspects further
down the road to 2026.

What happened in March?

Keen to prevent the trauma of COVID-19 ever happening again,
countries started negotiating an accord two years ago.

But at the final two-week talks session, the text ballooned from 29 pages
to more than 100 as countries inserted proposed amendments.
Agreement between the main blocs seemed far off.

Western nations broadly want ramped-up surveillance and rapid sharing
of all data and samples on emerging pathogens.

Meanwhile one bloc of countries that includes India, Mexico and
Bangladesh, calling itself the Group for Equity, plus another group of
African countries, is trying to ensure developing nations are not cut
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adrift again when it comes to accessing vaccines, tests and treatments.

What comes next?

Countries will now digest the new draft and return to the WHO
headquarters for further talks, from April 29 until May 10.

They are up against the clock, with the aim being to adopt a final 
agreement at the annual assembly of WHO member states, which runs
from May 27 to June 1.

What's in the new draft?

The new WHO Pandemic Agreement draft seen by AFP now runs to 23
pages.

It would commit countries to a more equitable geographical distribution
and scaling up of the global production of pandemic-related health
products.

The text also reflects efforts to battle the swirl of disinformation and 
conspiracy theories that have surrounded the negotiations, including
allegations that WHO could take over countries' health policies.

The new draft retains a paragraph specifically saying the agreement
cannot be interpreted as giving the WHO or its leader any authority to
alter national laws, "impose vaccine mandates... or implement
lockdowns".

And on the key section?

The main arguments revolve around the section titled access and benefit
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sharing.

The draft agreement calls for a WHO Pathogen Access and Benefit-
Sharing System (PABS).

Under the PABS system, the sharing of material for public health risk
assessment is placed "on an equal footing" with "timely, effective,
predictable and equitable access to pandemic-related health products"
arising from that sharing.

The system would include the "fair, equitable and timely sharing of
benefits" arising from PABS material and information, which countries
must share in a "rapid, systematic and timely" way.

During a pandemic this would include "real-time access by WHO to 20
percent (10 percent as a donation, and 10 percent at affordable prices to
WHO) of the production of safe, efficacious and effective pandemic-
related health products".

But it now says the modalities, operational dimensions, and terms and
conditions of the system "shall be further defined in a legally-binding
instrument, that is operational no later than May 31, 2026".

By shunting the arguments over deeper details another two years down
the road, this new move could improve the chances of an agreement
being approved and adopted at the World Health Assembly in six weeks'
time.
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