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If there really was a new 
pandemic, is the world unified 

enough to fight it??

This was the final slide of my lecture on this topic last fall in PPHS511!



https://www.niaid.nih.gov/sites/default/files/public%3A//images/news/main%20map.jpg

Pandemic: “epidemic … over a very wide area and 
usually affecting a large proportion of the population”

https://academic.oup.com/jid/article/200/7/1018/903237



Famous, historic 
pandemics

• 1347 to 1351 Black Death: remade the 
landscape of Europe; in a time when 
the global population was an 
estimated 450 million, at least 75 
million are believed to have perished 
throughout the pandemic

• 1918 Spanish flu: mortality rate as 
high as one in five and an estimated 
one-third of the world population 
afflicted, as many as 50 million people 
are believed to have died.



Famous ‘modern’ 
plagues

• HIV: originated from non-human 
primates in the 1920s, recognized in 
humans in 1980s, and killed >35 million 
people

• Swine flu: One of the new strains was the 
H1N1 "swine flu" virus that originated in 
Mexico in 2009. The strain went on to kill 
more than 18,000 people around the 
world.



Something like Covid-19 
was expected



https://www.ted.com/talks/larry_brilliant_my_wish_help_me_stop_pandemics?language=en





1. Growing populations 
and urbanization

2. Encroaching into new 
environments

3. Climate change

4. Global travel

5. Civil conflict

6. Fewer doctors and 
nurses in outbreak regions

7. Faster information



“The 2014 Ebola outbreak was 
a stark reminder of how 
vulnerable our society is to 
epidemics of infectious 
diseases. We weren’t ready 
then, and we’re still not ready 
now—but we can be. We don’t 
know when the next epidemic 
will strike, but I believe we can 
protect ourselves if we invest in 
better tools, a more effective 
early detection system, and a 
more robust global response 
system.”





Lessons from the Ebola Outbreak in 
West Africa









Post Ebola, the world responded

• New tools (e.g. Ebola vaccine, diagnostics)

• Global Health Security Agenda

• CEPI

• Pandemic Emergency Financing Facility

But did not invest enough



New tools for Ebola

Semper et al, PLoS Medicine, 2016
17

Corgenix ReEBOV Antigen Rapid Test Kit
100% sensitivity and 92% specificity

Xpert Ebola on GeneXpert platform
100% sensitivity & 96% specificity

Broadhurst et al, Lancet 2015



https://www.ghsagenda.org/home

The Global Health Security Agenda (GHSA) was launched in February 2014 and 
is a growing partnership of over 64 nations, international organizations, and non-
governmental stakeholders to help build countries’ capacity to help create a 
world safe and secure from infectious disease threats and elevate global health 
security as a national and global priority.





MAJOR LESSONS 
FROM COVID-19 (SO 

FAR)



Global governance is failing 



WHO is under attack & review



US is no longer a credible leader



Nationalism & isolationism is widespread



Countries try to suppress & underplay problems



Science is under attack



Political interference sidelines public health agencies



Infodemic is hard to fight



Bad 
leadership 
costs lives



Inaction 
costs 
trillions
The estimated 
cumulative financial 
costs of the COVID-19 
pandemic related to the 
lost output and health 
reduction = $16 trillion in 
the US

Cutler & Summers. JAMA 2020



Pandemics exploit pre-existing inequities & worsen 
them



Pandemics destroy economies



Health systems are more fragile than we thought



Covid-19 is wiping out 
years of progress



International aid is under threat



LMICs are finding their own path



In a short 
period, 

remarkable 
R&D can be 

done 
(when rich 

countries are 
affected)



https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/resources/idt-876f42ae-5e44-41c0-ba2d-d6fd537aadfe?utm_source=pocket-newtab-global-en-GB



https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/oct/10/continual-local-lockdowns-answer-covid-control

3 key elements that are essential for 
bringing the virus under control:

1. A robust system for testing, tracing 
and isolating

2. Strong public health guidance on 
avoiding the virus at any age:
• get outside 
• avoid indoor, crowded and 

poorly ventilated spaces
• use face coverings and 

distancing 
3. Strict border measures to prevent 

the virus from being reimported



If there really was a new 
pandemic, is the world unified 

enough to fight it??

ANSWER IS CLEAR: NO!



“Pandemics are inevitable, but the 
systemic policy failures that have 
accompanied the spread of this 
coronavirus were not. As this report 
documents, the United States, other 
nations, and international organizations 
have failed to prepare for the inevitability 
of pandemic disease, neglecting to invest 
in the national and multilateral public 
health institutions and systems required to 
respond quickly when a novel pathogen 
strikes. The cost of such complacency can 
be tallied in the lives lost and livelihoods 
upended”

https://www.cfr.org/report/pandemic-preparedness-lessons-COVID-19/pdf/TFR_Pandemic_Preparedness.pdf


