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A relieved world welcomes America’s return to global forums
soon for concerted action on health and environment. But the
approach by any nation must be participatory, not prescriptive

GLOBAL HEALTH
WILL GETA
BOOSTER SHO'T
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he election of Joe Biden as Presi-
dent of the United States of Amer-
ica, with Kamala Harris as his able
Vice President, spells well for
olobal health. After a turbulent pe-
riod of fraught relations with the
World Health Organization, Presi-
dent Trump had initiated with-
drawal from the global health body
Hours before the election result
was called, he signalled the start
of formal proceedings for Ameri-
can withdrawal from the Paris ac-
cord on climate change. Both these
will be reversed by the Biden ad-
ministration, which will again
warmly embrace global health
and re-enter the global climate pro-
tection coalition.

Biden has been elected during an
extraordinary period in history,
when the world has been reeling
under the unrelenting attack of a
new virus. The US, with all its tech-
nological prowess and much-vaunt-
ed leadership in global health, has
been the worst victim of the virus
in terms of infected persons and
lost lives. The American people be-
came victims of wishful thinking
of the current US administration
that the virus will just ‘go away’
and the disdainful dismissal of sci-
ence as a guide to public health
policy. It will be good to see sanity
restored, science respected and
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public health prioritised.

However, 1t would be unfair to
view Biden just as a passive benefi-
ciary of the Covid-19 crisis, lifted
to the presidency by a wave of pop-
ular anger against the mcumbent’s
mismanagement. He has other
claims to positive leadership, hav-
ing taken an unambiguous stand
against racism, atfirmed support
for environmental protection and
demonstrated respect for women
along with commitment to gender
equity. All of these matter to ad-
vancement of health—at individu-
al, national and global levels.
The one place where he has not
reached as high is in his commit-
ment to universal health coverage,
where he is at some distance from
the Bernie Sanders plan. The na-
ture of US politics and the power
of insurance and medical indus-
tries may prevent the new admin-
istration from venturing far in
that direction, but it will be a vic-
tory nevertheless if it can protect
Obamacare from being ripped
apart.

Global health poses complex
challenges in an interconnected
and interdependent world. It is not
just viruses that cross national
boundaries. Tobacco, unhealthy
ultra-processed foods and sugar
sweetened beverages are transna-

tionally marketed maladies and
ageressively advertised addictions.
Climate change accelerates a cas-
cade of harmful health conse-
quences, from extreme weather
events and rampant spread of vec-
tor-borne diseases to adverse im-
pacts on agriculture and food sys-
tems that threaten global nutrition
and health security Each threat to
global health needs a global thrust
to counter it. Shaken by the disrup-
tions to global supply chains
caused by Covid-19, countries will
rightly pursue the path of greater
self-reliance, but that must not
veer them away from commitment
to global collaboration. Certainly;
vaccine nationalism will fly in the
face of global solidarity,
Investment in global health, by
high-income countries, is not a ges-
ture of benevolent altruism. It 1s
also a demonstration of enlight-

While US isolationists shun the world, their
globalist counterparts tend to impatiently
press their preferred solutions on nations that
have a varied context. Global solidarity is best
established on the platform of mutual respect

ened self-interest. In an intercon-
nected and interdependent world,
shared vulnerability brings the
world together. Indeed, global
health drew impetus in the past
three decades from the potential
worldwide threats of bioterrorism,
pandemics and antimicrobial re-
sistance. With the global economy
extensively and inseparably inte-
orated, damage to population
health in any country can have ad-
verse impacts on labour and con-
sumer markets, trade and travel,
with rippling effects across the
world. Global health provides a
productive platform for scientific
collaboration to address the com-
plex challenges of our time and
enables the synergy of creative
minds from all continents to pro-
vide innovative solutions.

Global health must, however,
move beyond a fear of shared vul-
nerability to gain momentum from
shared values. Health must be rec-
ognised as a human right, with a
commitment to universal health
coverage, poverty alleviation, gen-
der equality and other Sustainable
Development Goals. Shared com-
mitment to global solidarity must
be the path on which the world’s
health advances. All the determi-
nants of health, within and beyond
the sector, must be positively influ-
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enced to promote global health eg-
uity Within this framework, inter-
generational equity must receive
high priority so that the rights of
future generations to enjoy healthy
lives on a healthy planet are not
compromised by detrimental po-
litical, commercial and environ-
mental actions that are presently
taken at national or global levels.
Even as a relieved world wel-
comes America’s return to the glo-
bal forums for consultation and
concerted action on vital health
and environmental issues, the ap-
proach by any nation must be par-
ticipatory and not prescriptive.
While American 1solationists shun
the rest of the world, their globalist
counterparts tend to impatiently
press their preferred solutions on
countries that have a varied con-
text. Global solidarity is best estab-
lished on the platform of mutual
respect. Biden's healing message
of respectful relations with all and
conciliatory conduct towards the
Americans who differ with him 1s
the spirit with which global health
must be steadily rebuilt after the
damaging quake of the Trump
administration.
(The author has written Make
Health in India: Reaching a
Billion Plus. Views are personal.)
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