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Africa must step up! 

Reflections from the World Health Summit Africa Regional Meeting 2021, 
which adopted the Kampala Declaration on COVID-19 Vaccine Equity

Francis Omaswa, CEO, African Centre for Global Health and 
Social Transformation and Publisher of Africa Health Journal.

The World Health Summit (WHS) Africa Regional meet-
ing took place, June 27-30, 2021 in Kampala, Uganda. 
The WHS was postponed from April 2020 due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Against this backdrop, it was not surprising that the 
prominent message from the summit was the need for 
vaccine equity as many countries in the global south 
have so far been left behind in accessing the life-saving 
intervention. Just 1.1% of the African population have 
received COVID-19 vaccination, mostly through the 
COVAX facility. A stark comparison was made between 
the developed countries of which many are currently 
opening up, having ramped up vaccinations for their 
populations, while at the same time many countries 
especially in Africa are locking up (again) amidst a 
third COVID-19 wave that is sweeping the continent. 
“A pandemic fueled by inequity”, vaccine ‘nationalism’ 
and ‘apartheid’ were some of the terms being used. The 
WHO Director-General, Dr. Tedros Adhanom Ghebr-
eyesus re-echoed the need for sharing vaccines now 
and investing in local production, stressing also that 
Africa needs to build its own capacity to manufacture 
COVID-19 and other vaccines.

Amidst the acknowledgement of the unfairness of 
the rich world in hoarding vaccines and neglecting 
Africa, a consensus emerged on the need for Africa to 
step up its capacity to deal with, and solve its problems. 
“Selfishness in the world is bad but also good to wake 
up Africans.” the Ugandan president, H.E Yoweri Kaguta 
Museveni, remarked at the opening of the summit. He 
continued “Africa should not depend on others for vac-
cines and essential commodities. We need to invest in 
Africa. Africa has fought Ebola; it can address its prob-
lems.” Several other speakers agreed that the current 
adversity Africa is facing should be turned around and 

efforts focused on building the continent’s capacity in 
science and technology. Africa currently produces only 
1% of the vaccines it administers, and this must change. 
Speakers requested for technology transfer, supplies, 
patent waivers and capacity development to support 
Africa to embark on this journey. African countries were 
also requested to step up their funding for research and 
development. Recently, there has been debate on open 
sharing of SARS-COV-2 genomic sequences with a view 
on spotting virus variants and making or updating vac-
cines, an agenda mostly pushed by Western researchers 
and funders. In this debate, researchers in Africa are 
wary of exploitation, non-recognition and later not hav-
ing access to vaccines. Similar concerns were expressed 
during the Ebola outbreak when specimens collected by 
African researchers were shipped out of the country and 
most papers authored by Western scientists, negating 
the contribution of many African researchers and com-
munities in responding to health challenges. Africa will 
have to confront these issues as it steps up and develops 
its own capacity.

Another challenge that Africa and many low- and 
middle- income countries will face in their journey to 
bolster their scientific contribution is the current attitude 
of some Western actors towards their products. This was 
recently demonstrated by the European Union when 
it issued guidelines on the digital COVID certificate, 
which facilitates safe free movement in the EU during 
the COVID-19 pandemic from July 1 onwards. So far, 
the guidelines don’t recognize AstraZeneca vaccines 
produced by the Serum Institute of India. This is espe-
cially concerning because the bulk of vaccines distrib-
uted by the COVAX facility to African countries have 
been manufactured in India till now. Unfortunately, as 
has been noted by many, such actions are also likely to 
further contribute to vaccine hesitancy in Africa. Speak-
ing in a plenary session at the Summit, Dr. John Nken-
gasong, the Director of the Africa CDC, condemned this 

FeatureWHS



July 202122 Africa Health

behaviour and wondered why the EU would castigate 
vaccines from the COVAX facility, supported and 
funded by the EU (!) among others. Earlier this week, 
the Africa CDC issued a statement urging the EU to 
consider increasing mandatory access to those vaccines 
deemed suitable for global rollout through COVAX.

Everybody agreed vaccines are important, hence the 
big focus on vaccines, vaccine equity, tech transfer and 
capacity building at the regional meeting. Still, it was 
also acknowledged that vaccines alone will not end 
the pandemic. Speakers emphasized that public health 
measures need to remain central to the response in 
every country. Such measures include boosting surveil-
lance, contact tracing, quarantine and empowering and 
engaging communities to (continue to) comply with 
measures such as physical distancing, avoiding crowds 
and wearing masks. The need for pandemic prepared-
ness was also highlighted as key to stopping the next 
outbreak, and it was emphasized that efforts are needed 
to foster building resilient and responsive health systems 
and advance universal health coverage (UHC) if future 
pandemics are to be dealt with better. 

Last but not least, the pandemic has also further 
grounded new ways of thinking and looking at health. 
With the globe lagging behind in making progress 
towards attaining the SDGs, and the COVID-19 
pandemic further jeopardizing the 2030 agenda, the 
time was considered opportune to think of meeting the 
health needs of the present without compromising the 
health of future generations, a concept termed ‘Sustain-
able Health’, advanced by the Centre of Excellence 
for Sustainable Health. In the session where this was 

discussed, meeting participants shared their perspec-
tives about what they considered the greatest challenges 
of the 21st century, almost all of which had a genera-
tion aspect. Issues such as poverty, climate crisis, health 
inequities and non-communicable diseases (NCDs) 
among others all place an onus on the current genera-
tion to break the cycle.

Building partnerships that work was also considered 
key for improving the health of Africans. In fact, many 
discussions dwelled on the importance of building 
mutual south to south and north to south partnerships 
aimed at addressing Africa’s health challenges includ-
ing COVID-19, HIV/AIDS, health system strengthening, 
NCDs, medicines and medical technologies among 
others.

Some of the other topics discussed included: The 
Global Health Workforce Crisis characterized by wide-
spread shortages, maldistribution and poor working 
conditions, including implications for the future of the 
global health workforce education and migration, the 
Young African Health Leadership, Women in Global 
Health, Emergency Care, Global Surgery, Digital Health 
and Innovative Solutions among others.

This WHS showed that Africa is ready to lead the 
decolonization of global health. Through working 
together and with support from the global north, Africa 
has the potential to manage its current and future health 
challenges, including the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
WHS called upon African leaders to invest in health to 
overcome their continent’s challenges, and the global 
north to support these initiatives. Let’s hope both heed 
the message.
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No one is safe until all are safe! 

1. In appreciation, the Ministers of Health, the 
World Health Summit, M8 Alliance, medical 
practitioners, academia, researchers and all the 
participants both physical and virtually attend-
ing the World Health Summit Regional Meeting 
deeply appreciated His Excellency Yoweri Kaguta 
Museveni, President of the Republic of Uganda, 
and the Government for graciously hosting the 
8th World Health Summit Regional Meeting from 
27-30 June 2021 at Speke Resort Munyonyo, 
Kampala, Uganda. 

2. Cognizant that the COVID-19 pandemic has 
caused unprecedented public health, social, eco-
nomic, and security challenges, threatening the 
lives and livelihoods of billons of people. It has 
intensified inequalities worldwide, particularly 
regarding vaccine production and distribution. 
COVID-19 threatens the achievement of the Sus-
tainable Development Goals and the implemen-
tation of many health programs worldwide. 

3. Reiterating that vaccine injustice is an existential 
challenge for global health today. It divides the 
world between those that have access to vaccines 
and those who do not. 

4. Recognizing that in Kampala, Uganda, the World 
Health Summit 8th Regional Meeting under the 
auspices of the M8 Alliance, a global network 
of pioneer academic institutions from all six 
continents, convened leading actors in politics 
and experts from Africa and the world to fight for 
vaccine equity. The participants urged political 
leaders, international agencies and organizations, 
the civil society and industry, to strive for more 
equity in vaccine production and distribution. 

5. Emphasized that despite efforts to increase de-
livery and access to COVID-19 vaccines through 
the COVAX mechanism, now focused particularly 
on low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), 
significant disparities are obvious. High-income 
countries, representing about 20 percent of the 
global adult population, hold over half of the 
doses globally available (almost five billion), 
enough to vaccinate twice their populations. In 

contrast, the LMICs are left behind, not allowing 
them to adequately protect their inhabitants – in 
many cases not even those groups that have espe-
cially high risk. 

6. Stressed that vaccines are a global public good 
and vaccine hoarding puts the life of many as 
well as the economy and security of the world at 
stake. It also increases the risk for the develop-
ment of more aggressive virus mutations and yet 
another pandemic wave. There is no time to lose. 
Fast and effective measures are needed to tackle 
the present situation and to increase preparedness 
for the future. 

7. Underlined the importance for fair and equitable 
access to vaccines as the key to ending the pan-
demic, restoring normal life and economy, and to 
preventing the unacceptable health gap to widen 
further. 

8. Recognizing that at the historical World Health 
Regional Summit Meeting 2021 in the Pearl of 
Africa, Uganda, the signatories of the Kampala-
Declaration on COVID-19 Vaccine Equity strong-
ly advocate strategic partnership and effective 
cooperation at the regional, national, and global 
level for distributed production and access to vac-
cines according to medical need, with a focus on 
Low and Middle Income Settings (LMICs). 

9. Cognizant that this crisis reminds us to foster the 
spirit of collaboration, solidarity, and cooperation 
instead of practicing vaccine egoism and nation-
alism. We need to transform Universal Health 
Coverage to include universal health prepared-
ness, prevention, and universal health solidarity. 

We are all in this together

Signed: 

H.E. Yoweri Kaguta Museveni President of the Republic 
of Uganda 

Dr. Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, Director General, 
World Health Organization (WHO)

FeatureWHS

WORLD HEALTH SUMMIT REGIONAL MEETING 2021,  
KAMPALA, UGANDA 

KAMPALA DECLARATION ON COVID-19 VACCINE EQUITY


