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This document identifies some issues concerning international cooperation in the 

face of public health emergencies that the ministerial round table at the fifty-fifth session of 

the Regional Committee may choose to discuss. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Western Pacific Region is prone to both natural disasters and significant disease 

outbreaks. The Region's health systems are not adequately prepared to face such threats, especially if 

rapid responses are required. The theme "international cooperation in the face of public health 

emergencies" was selected as the topic of the ministerial round table at the fifty-fifth session of the 

Regional Committee in order to focus attention on emergency preparedness and outbreak response. 

For the purposes of the round table "public health emergencies" will be broadly defmed to include 

disease outbreaks as well as natural and man-made disasters. 

The main aim of the round table is to encourage sharing of experiences of and approaches to 

international cooperation in dealing with public health emergencies. Among the issues to be covered, 

the round table may need to address the need to strengthen and expand international cooperation 

mechanisms and the further development of such mechanisms. 

Ministers attending the session, or their representatives, may participate in the round table 

discussions. Each Member State is invited to nominate one participant. The round table will be 

preceded by a presentation. 

2. SYSTEM PREPAREDNESS AND OUTBREAK RESPONSE 

Recent outbreaks of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) and avian influenza have 

demonstrated that such outbreaks are often not confined to one country. All countries, developing and 

developed, may be affected by disease outbreaks. Even in developed countries, public health systems 

are often inadequately resourced and unprepared to deal with public health emergencies. Donor 

organizations have recently increased their support for emerging diseases outbreak prevention and 

control, but resources for system preparedness are likely to remain insufficient to meet the needs of 

most developing countries. It is imperative that innovative ways of sharing expertise and resources to 

respond to future public health emergencies are found. 

Seven aspects of responses to future public health emergencies are listed below. Below each 

are questions that the ministers attending the round table may choose to refer to in their discussions. 
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International cooperation is an essential part of dealing with public health emergencies. To 

ensure that such cooperation does not have to rely on ad hoc arrangements, lessons learned from 

recent outbreaks need to be built on to ensure strong and well-organized international cooperation 

mechanisms are in place. In response to the SARS outbreak, international mechanisms and networks 

covering outbreak investigation and laboratory diagnosis and confIrmation, arnong others, were 

established at global and regional levels. These need to be made sustainable, so that time is not wasted 

in re-establishing them in response to future public health emergencies. 

Training of health professionals to deal with public health emergencies is another area that 

would benefit from effective international cooperation. During the SARS and avian influenza 

outbreaks, large numbers of technical experts needed to be mobilized at short notice; if countries are 

prepared to collaborate to identify the Region's human resources needs and then to train staff to meet 

them, there will be a much larger pool of experts to draw on in future. 

Agriculture, aviation, tourism, trade and security are all areas with significant scope for 

regional or global collaboration. These are sectors that are directly linked with the international spread 

of major communicable diseases outbreaks as weJl as terrorism-related threats. Although there is 

excellent cooperation between WHO and its Member States, particularly since the SARS outbreaks, in 

other areas collaboration is less well-established. 

Have you established any innovative international cooperative mechanisms that could help 
the global community to deal with public health emergencies? 

2.2 Political commitment to improve public health system 

A number of countries in the Region have improved their public health systems significantly 

in recent years. The momentum in these countries needs to be sustained and extended to other 

countries. In a world characterized by mass transport and considerable mobility, well structured and 

funded public health systems are essential to combat future public health emergencies, even in 

countries where the risk of major communicable disease outbreaks has been reduced to a minimum. 

Strong public health systems are also an essential part of the response to global security concerns 

about terrorism and the threat ofbioterrorism. 

Does your country regard mal.:ing improvements to the public health system to face public 
health emergencies as a high priority? 
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2.3 Legislative and policy framework 

Another issue raised by the SARS outbreaks in particular is the need for countries to exarrline 

their legislation dealing with public health emergencies and, if necessary, to update it. A proper 

legislative and policy framework needs to be in place to ensure a rapid response to emergencIes. 

Does your country have the necessary policy and legislative framework 10 deal with public 
health emergencies? 

2.4 Public health infrastructure 

Market-oriented reforms and structural adjustment in the health sector have reduced the 

resources available to public health systems in many developing countries. Decentralization without 

proper capacity building in human resources has often weakened both public health and primary 

health care facilities, especially in rural and poorer regions. There is an urgent need to reinvest and 

rebuild the public health infrastructure in some countries of the Region and to increase the focus on 

less socioeconomically developed areas. Since the SARS outbreaks, more resources have flowed into 

the public health systems of a few countries in the Region and this needs to be extended. 

Does your country have the structure and system in place 10 respond to public health 
emergencies? 

2.5 Information and communication 

If countries are to be properly prepared to deal with public health emergencies, they need 

effective disease surveillance systems, reliable information networks, and functioning communication 

channels in order to identify an outbreak quickly, conduct a rapid field epidemiology study, alert the 

appropriate national and international authorities, and coordinate national efforts for prevention and 

control. 

The SARS outbreaks highlighted the need for proper channels to communicate risks to the 

public and to health professionals. In transnational outbreaks, the risks have to be communicated to a 

wide audience, including the tourism, transportation and immigration sectors. If international 

cooperation on outbreak prevention and control is to be optimised, infonnation needs to be shared 

promptly and transparently. 

Do you have information and communication channels to deal with national and 
international public health emergencies? 
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A strong public health infrastructure with proper information and communication systems are 

necessary but not sufficient elements in the response to public health emergencies. The SARS 

outbreaks showed that, in the event of an outbreak, human resources, including epidemiologists, 

infection control specialists, public health specialists and public health laboratory specialists, need to 

be mobilized urgently to implement such measures as enforcing quarantine, communicating risks to 

the public and controlling ports of entry. 

Every country needs to establish its minimum requirement for health professionals across 

various disciplines, to train people and to have a good contingency plan to mobilize extra human 

resources to deal with major emergencies. 

Do you have sufficient human resources. trained and mobilized. to deal with public health 
emergencies? 

Do you have enough appropriately trained human resources to implement public health 
emergency legislation governing. for example. quarantine requirements. travel restrictions 
and movements o/population? 

2.7 Interagency coUaboration with other ministries and agencies 

The recent outbreaks in the Region and international terrorist incidents illustrate the need for 

interagency collaboration from rapid outbreak response to mass casualty management. International 

public health emergencies will require health ministries to work with other ministries and agencies 

covering tourism. transportation, housing, water supply and sanitation, local government, 

immigration, security, police, trade, economic planning, finance and foreign affairs. Each country 

needs to establish an interagency cooperation mechanism to deal with public health emergencies. 

Do you have inter-agency collaborating mechanisms to respond to public health 
emergencies? 
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3. CONCLUSION 

Emerging diseases such as SARS and avian influenza have shown the need for proper 

preparation to prepare for public health emergencies. 

The ministerial round table has the following objectives: 

• to encourage sharing of opinions on different approaches that international cooperation 

should take to help countries to prepare for public health emergencies, based on the 

experience of countries in the Region; and 

• to identity, in general terms, WHO's role in this area. 

It is hoped that ministers or their representatives will find the issues raised in this paper 

helpful as a means of stimulating debate on the subject of international cooperation in the face of 

public health emergencies. 


