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ETTER TO THE EDITOR

hould the World Health
rganization’s leadership be
nhanced?
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Dear  Editor,
Since  the  first  disclosures  of  coronavirus  cases  in  late

019,  the  World  Health  Organization  (WHO)  has  been  at
he  heart  of  many  discussions  regarding  its  leadership  and
egitimacy.  The  WHO’s  recommendations  and  guidelines  for
ember  States  to  counter  the  pandemic  have  come  under

crutiny  from  the  media,  experts,  or  public  and  political
epresentatives  -  sometimes  with  strong  criticism  (e.g.,
egarding  information  sharing,  timelines  for  action,  or  lack
f  authority)  [1,2].  As  an  international  health  crisis,  this  pan-
emic  was  an  opportunity  to  test  the  impact  of  the  WHO  and
o  further  reveal  its  strengths  and  weaknesses.  It  is  there-
ore  essential  to  learn  from  this  global  crisis  to  improve
lobal  health  governance  and  rethink  the  leadership  of  the
HO.  In  this  perspective,  an  international  conference  was

rganized  on  March  24,  20221,  around  the  core  question  ‘‘Is
he  WHO  healthy?’’.  Based  on  the  discussions  from  this  con-
erence,  we  found  that  a  key  question  remains  open  and
eserves  international  attention:  should  the  WHO’s  leader-
hip  be  enhanced,  how  and  why?

Increasing  the  leadership  of  the  WHO  may  seem  like  the
nly  possible  way  to  improve  global  health  governance,  as
t  now  aims  to  ‘‘provid[e]  political  leadership,  negotiat[e]

nternational  disputes,  and  coordinat[e]  technical  and  nor-
ative  guidance  in  the  pandemic  response’’[3,  p.  1618].
owever,  through  the  interventions  of  the  speakers,  at  least

1 Organized by Michèle Stanton-Jean and Catherine Régis, this
onference brought together twelve experts from various fields
i.e., academics, state officials, NGOs) and from different parts
f the world. These experts have thus discussed the legal, scien-
ific and media impact of the WHO, its successes and challenges
uring the pandemic, the various issues related to the ethical
anagement of global health, the sovereignty of states and soli-
arity, as well as scientific integrity. All interventions are publicly
vailable here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aUQ5Pbd1EL4;
ttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MRbBj3hWaik.
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hree  arguments  support  the  idea  that  it  is  not  necessarily
elevant  to  increase  the  leadership  of  the  WHO:

it is  not  necessary  to  increase  its  impact  because  the  WHO
is  already  sufficiently  effective;
it  is  not  possible  to  increase  this  impact  because  in  any
case  the  WHO  is  confronted  with  the  sovereignty  of  States;
and  it  is  not  desirable  to  increase  this  impact  because  it
is  not  in  line  with  the  mission  of  the  WHO.

First,  one  may  say  that  the  WHO  is  already  sufficiently
ffective.  During  the  conference,  several  success  stories
ere  raised  regarding  the  WHO’s  impact  during  the  pan-
emic,  which  could  be  extended  to  its  leadership  in  general:
he  WHO  provided  moral  clarity  to  Member  States  according
o  Peter  Singer,  Special  Advisor  to  the  WHO’s  Director-
eneral,  and  allowed  for  a  high  level  of  diplomacy  and
egotiations  as  mentioned  by  Michael  Pearson,  Director  Gen-
ral  of  the  Office  of  International  Affairs  of  the  Public
ealth  Agency  of  Canada.  Almost  all  speakers  acknowledged
he  success  of  the  WHO’s  mission  of  coordination  of  global
ealth  during  the  pandemic.  Richard  Massé,  Former  Québec
ublic  health  official,  recalled  that,  historically,  the  WHO
as  also  succeeded  in  raising  awareness  that  health  is  not
nly  an  individual  responsibility  but  also  a  responsibility
f  States.  Professor  Catherine  Régis,  presenting  a  recent
mpirical  study,  highlighted  that  contrary  to  what  has  some-
imes  been  portrayed  in  the  news  or  by  political  leaders
orldwide,  States  remained  overall  relatively  convergent
ith  the  WHO’s  recommendations  during  the  pandemic  (the

tudy  was  based  on  mask  wearing  and  border  control  mea-
ures)  [4].  This  goes  against  the  general  assertion  that  WHO
s  irrelevant  or  ineffective.  Thus,  perhaps  the  mission  of
he  WHO  is  already  fulfilled,  and  the  effort  to  overcome
he  coming  global  health  challenges  lies  elsewhere  than  in
imply  enhancing  the  WHO’s  leadership2.

Second,  the  WHO  and  its  norms  often  confront  with  the
tates’  sovereignty  -  which  can  undermine  any  effort  to
ncrease  the  leadership  of  the  organization.  As  Massé  said,
he  WHO  can  only  become  stronger  if  Member  States  decide

o  adhere  to  its  guidelines  and  accept  its  authority.  State
overeignty  has  played  a  large  role  in  increasing  dispari-
ies  during  the  pandemic:  a  form  of  ‘‘structural  injustice’’,
ccording  to  Professor  Ryoa  Chung.  Disparities  in  power

2 That being said, still remain an issue of sustainable funding,
s several speakers acknowledged, noting the mismatch between
he WHO’s resource strategy, available funds and the expected mis-
ion of the organization — particularly to support all the planned
andemic management reforms [5].

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jemep.2022.100830
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00000000
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.jemep.2022.100830&domain=pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aUQ5Pbd1EL4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MRbBj3hWaik
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etween  States  are,  at  some  point,  perpetuated  within  the
HO  itself  (due  to  the  unequal  contribution  of  States  to

he  funding  of  the  WHO)  and  thus  lead  to  questions  about
he  need  to  use  other  forms  of  power  to  improve  global
ealth  governance.  For  example,  the  WHO’s  COVAX  initia-
ive,  whose  primary  goal  was  to  address  the  issues  of  unequal
ccess  to  vaccines  [6],  has  created  a  race  for  vaccines  in
hich  richer  countries  have  acquired  many  vaccines  at  the
xpense  of  poorer  ones.  One  of  the  consequences  of  this
uidelines  meant  for  sharing  is  the  delivery  of  soon-to-expire
accines  in  several  low-  and  middle-income  countries  [7]
nd  did  not  prevent  the  waste  of  unused,  expired  doses  in
igh-income  countries  such  as  in  Europe  [8].  Hence,  increas-
ng  the  WHO’s  leadership  could  then  lead  to  a  hazardous
ower  struggle.  As  acknowledged  by  Louise  Frechette,  for-
er  Deputy  Secretary-General  of  the  United  Nations,  ‘‘the
orst  that  could  happen  to  the  WHO  is  that  it  becomes
nother  battleground  for  powerful  nations.  If  everything  is
een  as  the  victory  of  the  one  or  the  defeat  of  the  other,
t  will  be  disastrous’’  (free  translation).  For  Chung,  it  is
he  current  design  of  international  law  that  determines  the
forementioned  structural  injustices,  which  both  create  and
erpetuate  serious  global  problems  -  meaning  that  we  should
hink  out  of  the  box,  and  we  must  not  close  ourselves  off  to
ther  options  for  global  health  governance.

The  third  argument  is  related  to  the  desirability  of
ncreasing  the  impact  of  the  WHO  because  its  primary  mis-
ion  is  not  in  line  with  more  leadership.  This  last  argument
choes  the  question  (far  from  being  new)3 of  whether  more
oft  law  or  hard  law  should  be  produced  -  including  by
he  WHO  [10].  From  a  soft  advisory  role  to  a  driving  force
f  international  health  law,  a  plethora  of  missions  can  be
ttributed  to  the  WHO,  without  there  being  a  consensus  on
hich  is  the  most  desirable.  Some  speakers  advocate  for  the
eed  of  international  binding  norms  (hard  law)  to  enhance
he  WHO’s  leadership,  especially  to  tackle  the  issue  of
nequity  among  Member  States,  which  is  one  of  the  most
mportant  challenges  of  the  pandemic  according  to  Singer.
or  Massé,  coercion  is  essential  where  there  is  no  time  for
egotiations,  as  in  the  context  of  a  global  health  crisis.  In
is  view,  the  adoption  of  binding  norms  is  essential  to  ensure
he  sharing  of  science,  expertise,  and  technologies  among
ember  States,  as  without  constraint,  such  sharing  would  be
nlikely  to  occur.  Yet,  it  should  be  mentioned  that  coercion
n  international  health  law  is  often  more  theoretical  than  a
eality.  Moreover,  according  to  Côme  Bommier,  Hematolo-
ist  and  Researcher,  the  WHO  should  not  go  beyond  a  ‘‘super
dvisor’’  role  and  issue  more  binding  norms,  because  the
onditions  for  legitimate  global  governance  are  not  met4.

hus,  the  WHO’s  leadership  should  be  strictly  limited
o  influencing  and  educating  Member  States  as  well  as
roducing  soft  law.  For  Pearson,  the  strength  of  the

3 As early as 1988, at the Annual Meeting of the American society
f international law, the thematic ‘‘A Hard Look at Soft Law’’ was
iscussed. Professor Handl already stated at that time that the issue
f soft law (and related issues) in international law was not new [9].
4 For instance, Bommier calls for more transparency in the
ecision-making process, more guarantees of impartiality in the
valuation of global policies, and questions the democratic value
f States’ representation in the WHO.
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HO  during  the  pandemic  was  precisely  that  of  the
oft  law  one,  namely:  early  warning  and  good  commu-
ication  to  ensure  appropriate  understanding  of  the
irus  operating  mode.  A  study  conducted  by  Régis  et  al.
uring  the  first  wave  of  the  pandemic  reveals  that  the
inding  nature  of  the  norms  adopted  by  the  WHO  does
ot  necessarily  imply  greater  compliance  by  Members
tates  than  non-binding  ones  [4]. According  to  some
f  these  views,  it  is  thus  not  necessarily  desirable  to
nhance  the  WHO’s  leadership  more  than  what  currently
xists.

Should  the  WHO  be  restricted  to  coordinating  global
ealth  efforts?  Should  it  expand  its  functions  to  include
apacity  building  and  training?  Should  it  be  the  leader  in
lobal  health  law  and  the  main  producer  of  international
orms  whether  they  are  binding  or  not?  At  a  time  when  an
nternational  treaty  on  pandemics  is  being  discussed  [11],
o  undertake  these  questions  is  of  great  importance.  As  a
‘learning  organization’’  (to  use  the  words  of  Singer),  the
HO  should  draw  lessons  from  the  recent  global  health  crisis

o  better  frame  its  future  leadership,  which  is  all  the  more
mportant  in  the  context  of  the  ‘‘One  Health’’  wave,  whose
hallenges  will  extend  the  scope  of  the  WHO’s  influence  to
chieve  better  health  for  everyone,  everywhere.
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