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The world must invest £3bn (€3.98bn; $4.33bn) every year to prepare for future pandemics, a report has urged. The Commission on Creating a Global Health Risk Framework for the Future warned in its report that the yearly global cost of potential pandemics is around £40bn.1
The commission, sponsored by the Wellcome Trust in partnership with organisations including the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Rockefeller Foundation, said that governments and private and philanthropic bodies must increase their spending on pandemics. The World Bank has estimated that the Ebola epidemic cost around $2bn (£1.39bn; €1.84bn), and the commission’s own modelling suggests a 20% chance of four or more pandemics occurring over the next 100 years.
The commission said that the rate of emergence of infectious diseases seems to be increasing and that potential threats include multiple strains of influenza, coronaviruses, vector-borne diseases, and re-emerging and new zoonotic viruses.
However, compared with other high profile threats to human and economic security such as war, terrorism, and financial crises, the world underinvests in and is underprepared for global disease outbreaks, it added, describing pandemics as a neglected threat to global security.
The report urged the global community to use the lessons learnt from the Ebola epidemic to create a lasting legacy for pandemic preparedness.
“Previous international efforts to galvanize greater commitment to building resilient public health systems have largely failed. After every outbreak of infectious disease there is a flurry of activity and reports, but political interest quickly wanes and other priorities dominate,” it warned.
The commission would like to see the World Health Organization create a Centre for Health Emergency Preparedness and Response by the end of this year. This centre should be a permanent and core part of WHO’s work, it urged, with a governing body independent of the organisation.
Jeremy Farrar, director of the Wellcome Trust, told a press conference held to launch the commission’s report that establishing a single centre dedicated to emergency response with “authority, responsibility, funding, and accountability” was achievable this year, with no need for treaty or legal change. He noted a lack of any appetite for a body separate from WHO, saying that this would be “a recipe for fragmentation and disaster.”
The establishment of a dedicated centre was a key recommendation of the Ebola Interim Assessment Panel, which reported in July 2015,2 as well as in a joint report by the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine and the Harvard Global Health Institute published last November.3
Farrar said that this level of consensus was a positive thing. “If you have three or four reports with different perspectives . . . nothing happens,” he said. “There’s a momentum now to take the key elements [from these reports] forward.”
The commission urged the World Health Assembly—WHO’s decision making body—to demand more money from member states. This should be done through one-off contributions or binding commitments, it said. The commission also supported the creation of a $100m contingency fund for dealing with emergencies.
Countries need to bolster their own pandemic preparedness, the report said, with a skilled, motivated, and supported public health workforce, as well as robust disease surveillance and information systems and effective laboratory networks. However, as the Ebola epidemic showed, engagement with communities is also vital, it added.
A WHO spokesman said that plans for WHO’s transformation into a “fully operational emergency organisation” would be presented to its executive board at the end of January. “A new single programme will work across headquarters, regional, and country offices and aims to ensure that WHO, governments, and partner organisations can respond rapidly and effectively to outbreaks and health emergencies,” he said.
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