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New report addresses global 
security risk from infectious diseases
We live in challenging times, with decisive leadership needed. 
Francis Omaswa hopes African leaders will step-up to the plate

Francis Omaswa, CEO, African Centre for Global Health 
and Social Transformation (based from Kampala); 
Founding Executive Director of the Global Health 
Workforce Alliance.

Who will prevail; microorganisms or human beings? 
Since time immemorial microbes have occasioned 
epidemics and pandemics that have killed millions of 
people, and in their wake disrupting livelihoods, caus-
ing social and economic disorder the financial value 
of which is impossible to estimate accurately but must 
be in zillions of dollars. The recent Ebola outbreaks in 
West Africa, and the devastation and fear they wreaked 
in those countries and round the world are still fresh in 
our minds. Yet, as the collective people of the world we 
do not appear to respond to infectious disease threats 
as we do other security threats. For example, when 
terrorists attacked Paris a few months ago, the leaders 
of the world rapidly convened and marched shoulder-
to-shoulder in Paris expressing solidarity and vowing to 
defeat them. Last month world leaders gathered again in 
Paris and civil society was there in large numbers dem-
onstrating and expressing anger over the threat posed by 
climate change. At individual country level, anyone at-
tempting to clandestinely overthrow a government, very 
quickly gets picked up by the political surveillance sys-
tem of the country. In the same countries however, an 
infectious disease threat is left to fester and spread even 
when the same structures for reporting political threats 
are available and could be used for reporting infectious 
disease threats. This manifest failure to recognise the 
serious global security threat posed by microbes is the 
subject of an important report of an independent Com-
mission on the Global Health Risk Framework (GHRF), 
coordinated by the National Academy of Medicine of 
the USA, released under the title, ‘The neglected dimen-
sion of global security: a framework to counter the 
threat of infectious disease’ (www.nam.edu/GHRF).

The security threat posed by infectious diseases is 
real and growing. In the last decade alone we have 
grappled with influenza pandemics, such as the Severe 
Acute Respiratory Syndrome, H1N1 swine flu in 2009, 
and most recently, the Ebola in West Africa; not to men-
tion HIV/AIDS that alone has caused over 35 million 
deaths. They have had a huge impact, both in lives lost, 
and social and economic disruption. Humans discov-
ered antibiotics but microbes have responded effectively 
by developing resistance to them, and antimicrobial 
resistance has become a major global health chal-
lenge today. The situation is likely to get worse. Human 
populations have increased tremendously and we are 
encroaching more and more into the space of microbes 
and other wild animals. Most of the new infections have 
a link to wild animals. Humans need more food and are 

invading the territory of wild life, and rearing domestic 
animals for food in ways that have led to epidemics 
such as swine and bird flu. The misuse of antibiotics in 
veterinary and human medicine is also a major con-
tributor to antimicrobial resistance.

The GHRF Commission, which has deliberated over 
the last six months believes the time has come to reverse 
this neglect and makes 10 wide ranging recommendations 
touching on the roles of national governments, communi-
ties within countries, organised regional and sub-regional 
groups. At global level, a pre-eminent role has been ac-
corded to the World Health Organization (WHO) as the 
mandated member of the United Nations (UN) Family. 
The office of the UN Secretary-General has the role, as 
do the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) as globally mandated financial institutions.

The framework recommended by the Commission 
has three key elements:
(i)  Stronger national public health capabilities, 

infrastructure and processes, built to a common 
standard of International Health Regulations, and 
regularly assessed through an objective, transparent 
process. The responsibility of each country 
government is paramount as weakness in one 
country poses a threat to all countries.

(ii) More effective global and regional capabilities, led 
by a re-energised WHO, through a dedicated Centre 
for Health Emergency Preparedness and Response, 
coordinating more effectively with the rest of the UN 
system and supported by the World Bank and IMF.

(iii) An accelerated programme of Research and 
Development, deploying $1 billion per year, and 
coordinated by a dedicated committee of the WHO.
What are the implications of this Commission report 

for Africa? First, is a call for mindset change that priori-
tises health threats to the livelihoods of African popula-
tions to the same level as armed threats as both kill peo-
ple and disrupt livelihoods. For example, the response 
of the African Union to the security threats in Burundi is 
laudable and we call for similar responses to infectious 
disease threats. Second, is the commitment to comply 
with international obligations? Africa participated in 
the adoption of the International Health Regulations in 
2005, but complying with them and reporting on them 
is weak. A similar situation applies to the reporting on 
the WHO Code on the International Recruitment of 
Health Personnel where Africa led the call for this code, 
but now lags behind parts of the world in complying 
with the code and submitting implementation reports. 
African countries, sub-regional bodies, the African 
Union, and the WHO African Regional Office need to 
study this report and take urgent action to implement 
the recommendations of this report.
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Malaria 
kills a child 
every minute 
New medicines 
can save their lives

Defeating Malaria Together

www.mmv.org
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MMV and partners 
develop:

We are grateful to our donors and partners 
whose support and expertise make this vital 
work possible.

better medicines for 
uncomplicated malaria

medicines for children  
and pregnant women

new medicines to help 
eradicate malaria
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