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Collaboration within the United Nations system 
and with other intergovernmental organizations 

WHO response to the changing global economy 

This document provides information on WHO's response to changes in the global 
economy, notably the trend to trade liberalization. It outlines action taken to strengthen 
health sector involvement within a broader economic context, in particular with regard to 
the World Trade Organization agreements, and indicates future lines for enhancing the 
sector's participation in framing national development policies as countries, particularly 
developing ones, strive to meet their international commitments. 

1. WHO has, for over 30 years, been involved in improving the organization of health services and in 
promoting the use of health economics to help identify the most cost-effective health interventions, avoid 
waste and increase efficiency so as to ensure the maximum return for the resources invested while fostering 
greater equity in health. Considerable work has already been done and continues in such areas as health 
financing or capacity-building in health economics, with special attention to the poorest countries. 

2. The Director-General, in order to enhance support to Member States in the area of health economics 
as a whole, established in 1993 the WHO Task Force on Health Economics. Its goal is to further the use of 
health economics in the formulation and implementation of national health policies, giving priority to 
countries in greatest need. The Task Force is both cross-programme and interdisciplinary, comprising 20 staff 
members from headquarters and all WHO regions, who contribute part of their time as compatible with their 
regular activities. 

3. The chief component of the Task Force's country support is to provide up-to-date information on 
current topics in health economics, geared to health policy-making with particular emphasis on developing 
countries, to help meet the needs of both those involved in the organization, planning and financing of the 
health sector and health professionals whose expertise may lie in other areas. A series of documents is being 
widely distributed free of charge to ministries of health, schools of public health, international organizations, 
donors, and other interested institutions and individuals, and to WHO staff, in particular WHO 
Representatives. 

4. Two trends in the world economy are likely to have a significant effect on national economies: 
globalization and trade liberalization. Aware of the implications for the health sector of the outcome of the 
Uruguay Round of multilateral trade negotiations, the Director-General had already advised the Health 
Assembly in 1993 of likely changes to the status of Codex Alimentarius recommendations, and subsequently 
informed ministries of health of the impact on food standards and food safety of the agreements on technical 
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barriers to trade and on the application of sanitary and phytosanitary measures.1 The WHO Task Force on 
Health in Development examined some of the consequences of the new trade agreements on health in 
developing countries in June 1994，and the following month a number of WHO technical staff met for a 
brainstorming session on implications of the agreements for WHO's work. 

5. Recognizing the need for a more systematic examination of the new trade agreements from the health 
perspective, a document was recently prepared and distributed which reviews those that have implications for 
WHO's work. It includes a brief account of the functions and structure of the new World Trade 
Organization, pinpoints what WHO is already doing to protect health, and concludes with policy 
considerations.2 

6. In view of WHO's role in setting international quality standards for pharmaceuticals, biologicals and 
food, and in assuring food safety, the Organization was recently accorded observer status at the WTO 
Committee on Technical Barriers to Trade and the WTO Committee on Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures. 

7. WHO provides support to countries both to take advantage of the opportunities and to meet the health 
challenges of trade liberalization. For example, its active contribution to food safety assumes particular 
relevance since the Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures specifically 
stipulates that WTO Members should take as a reference for food safety the various standards, 
recommendations and guidelines established by the Joint FAOAVHO Codex Alimentarius Commission.3 The 
possible effects of stronger patent protection, resulting from the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of 
Intellectual Property Rights, on the regular supply of low-cost drugs has been examined with a view to 
providing policy guidance to countries.4 Within the regions, the Regional Office for the Americas is 
conducting a number of activities at regional and subregional level related to the protection of health in an 
environment of expanding trade. In South-East Asia a study is being carried out on implications of the WTO 
agreements for the health sector in countries of the Region. 

8. Considering that the trade agreements concern a number of WHO's programmes, a WHO coordinating 
group for WHO/WTO cooperation has recently been set up as a mechanism to exchange information between 
technical units and between headquarters, regions and countries, to help frame a WHO policy on trade and 
health, and to analyse issues of relevance to WHO and their implications for its work. 

9. Given that trade is essential for most countries, and especially for the developing world, WHO intends 
to monitor changes in this area that are likely to have an impact on the health sector. In line with one of 
WHO's foremost policy orientations - integrating health and human development in public policies - it also 
plans to continue its analysis of new economic developments from a health standpoint to help strengthen 
participation of the health sector in the framing of national development policy as countries, particularly 
developing ones, strive to meet their international commitments. Such participation should help to determine 
not only that existing finances for health are used in the most efficient way, but also that adequate resources 
are channelled to the sector and directed to the most vulnerable groups, so that economic development 
contributes to better health status and to greater equity in health. At the same time WHO will build up 
cooperation with WTO and UNCTAD to ensure that health concerns are brought to the fore in international 
economic policy-making bodies. 

1 Document A46/25 and note CM8.1994, respectively. 
2 WHO Task Force on Health Economics, "WTO: what's in it for WHO?". Document WHO/TFHE/95.5, available 

in the Board room. 
3 See document G/SPS/W/37 for details of WHO activities related to the implementation of this agreement. 

4 Medicines and the new economic environment, Madrid, WHOAJniversidad Carlos III，1995 (in print). 


