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COMMENT 178 – South Asia and the crisis of the 
international health governance 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

The pandemic crisis, which likely (Scher, 2020) started in November last year in 

Wuhan, China, has developed into a major economic and political global crisis, one 

of the aspects of which is the collapse of the trust that the international community 

had erstwhile placed in the ‘World Health Organisation’ (WHO).  

 

The WHO’s systemic failure to accomplish its health duties – the oath of 

Hippocrates, which encompasses all medical profession – went through two distinct 

phases: it first starkly minimised the seriousness of the pandemic threat; then, 

second, it performed an ill-informed call into general panic.   

 

It is now well established (Financial Times, 2020) that Taiwanese authorities 

warned the WHO of the ongoing epidemic on December last year. The WHO 

concealed the truth - and weeks afterwards it was still disseminating the false 

information that there was no proved transmission (Givas, 2020) of the virus person 

to person. Contrarily to the preceding pandemic, the ‘Middle East Respiratory 

Syndrome Coronavirus’ (MERS-Cov), the virus behind the present pandemic was 

not named after its land of origin. The WHO opposed for as long as it could the 

declaration of a global health emergency (Fagundes & Iglesias, 2020) first and 

pandemic (Bloomberg, 2020) afterward. As late as February 29, the WHO (World 

Health Organization, 2020) was still advising against air travel restrictions.  

 

During all these crucial first three to four months, the WHO concealed the 

seriousness of the situation and downplayed the urgent measures to be taken.  
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https://www.businessinsider.com/coronavirus-patients-zero-contracted-case-november-2020-3?r=US&IR=T
https://www.ft.com/content/2a70a02a-644a-11ea-a6cd-df28cc3c6a68
https://www.foxnews.com/world/world-health-organization-january-tweet-china-human-transmission-coronavirus
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/who-says-bit-too-early-to-declare-coronavirus-a-global-emergency-12318726
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-03-11/who-s-pandemic-declaration-came-too-late-brazil-says
https://www.who.int/news-room/articles-detail/updated-who-recommendations-for-international-traffic-in-relation-to-covid-19-outbreak
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Instead of pressing Chinese authorities to fully cooperate with the international 

community by disclosing the real origin of the pandemic, the WHO (Fink, 

2020)repeatedly praised the Chinese authority’s transparency - although there was 

no transparency to be admired.  

 

From downplaying the gravity of the situation the WHO soon turned to the other 

extreme of sending messages of panic through the world, including Africa (World 

Health Organization, 2020) or in Europe (Brussels Times, 2020). Through 

cooperation with the ‘Imperial College COVID-19 Response Team’ (Ferguson et 

al., 2020), the World Health Organisation endorsed catastrophic scenarios. This 

strategy was based on unlikely assumptions, such as ‘The last time the world 

responded to a global emerging disease epidemic of the scale of the current COVID-

19 pandemic with no access to vaccines was the 1918-19 H1N1 influenza 

pandemic’. This view does not consider the wide use of existing drugs like 

hydroxychloroquine or the likely seasonal fluctuations of the crisis.  

  

At the same time, the possibility of the present pandemic having been initiated in 

the Chinese Laboratory of Wuhan gained traction through documentary research 

(CrossRoads, 2020) and leaked American diplomatic cables (Hoonhout, 2020), a 

reality the WHO proved unable or unwilling to control. 

  

This is the context wherein the US announced a 60 to 90 days suspension (Herman, 

2020) of US funds for the WHO, pending ‘a review of its response to the outbreak 

of the coronavirus’. The US move was much resisted by most of the international 

community, yet it opened a new dimension to the present upheaval in the 

international world order.  

 

The World has plunged into an economic catastrophe. Both national and big 

corporate actors are rethinking critical aspects of their globalisation; the present 

situation is raising the spectrum of new dimensions to worldwide strategic conflicts. 

The international political architecture is also suffering a strong erosion, raising 

complex challenges to South Asian countries which have so far crucially depended 

on its guidance.  

https://www.newsweek.com/who-praises-china-country-that-deserves-gratitude-respect-some-question-coronavirus-1484716
https://www.who.int/dg/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-on-covid-19---11-march-2020
https://www.brusselstimes.com/all-news/belgium-all-news/health/100927/who-calls-for-boldest-measures-in-europe/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/medicine/sph/ide/gida-fellowships/Imperial-College-COVID19-NPI-modelling-16-03-2020.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gdd7dtDaYmM&feature=youtu.be
https://www.nationalreview.com/news/u-s-diplomats-warned-about-safety-risks-in-wuhan-labs-studying-bats-two-years-before-coronavirus-outbreak/
https://www.voanews.com/science-health/coronavirus-outbreak/trump-cuts-us-funding-who
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The unilateral move by the United States is well in line with the diplomatic tradition 

of the present Presidency, and there are undoubtedly good reasons for the US to 

consider the need for reform the WHO.  

 

However, as in previous occasions, this action does not properly consider the 

relatively diminishing financial capacity of the US – curtailed both by the relative 

diminution of its position in the international scene and by the autonomous 

strategies of some of its major business actors. Most importantly, there is an urgent 

need to forge a powerful international coalition to reform, not to go without, an 

international health steering institution.  

 

A trustworthy international body overseeing global health issues – and most in 

particular, highly contagious diseases – is quite necessary. We need to understand 

what failed in the WHO governance.  

 

The ‘Washington Consensus’ spirit born in the 1970s considered it necessary to 

unrestrictedly open several public goods domains to market forces, namely in the 

areas of education and health. We consider this to lie at the root of the governance 

problems of WHO as well as most UN agencies. The enlargement of the WHO’s 

activities through ever more important voluntary contributions made it more 

dependable on its donors than on public interests.  

 

For it is preferable to have a hard-core WHO with a reduced budget and that 

performs essential tasks only. The myriad of programmes and projects where it is 

currently engaged can be developed by either transitional international task forces 

or Non-Governmental Organisations - which may depend more on private or public 

donations.  

 

This would be more in line with the spirit of ‘civil service’ created by Britain to 

manage Imperial India and which actually subsists more strongly in independent 

India than in the old colonial power.  

 

In any circumstance, international organisations efficiency depend on three factors  
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which need to be considerably strengthened: (1) the outstanding technical 

credentials of its leaders and directors; (2) truly independent and competent 

overseeing bodies and (3) a strict observance as regards the absence of conflicts of  

interests.   

 

Instead of pushing for unilateral action, the US should have a clear perspective on 

the reform of international governance and engage on discussions of these issues 

with its allies across the world, including Europe and South Asia.  
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