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 State of the Art  

EJNHS, EIC has the pleasure to publish a copy of the Statement dated, 13 March 2023, 
believing that it is an important word of truth for the world population & Health Policy 
Makers.   

 
 
 
  

 

STATEMENT 

  WHO Director-General's keynote speech at the Thomas Francis Jr. Medal in 
Global Public Health award ceremony  

President Santa Ono, 

Dean DuBois Bowman 

Regent Kathy White, 

Dear students, members of faculty, colleagues, and friends, 

Thank you so much for your kind introduction. I am deeply honored to be here. 

President Ono, my warmest congratulations on your appointment, and on your 
inauguration last week.I am deeply humbled and proud to accept this award, named in 
honour of the great Dr Thomas Francis Junior.  

     As one of the world’s leading experts in influenza and polio, Dr Francis left a legacy 
that has endured for decades, and that could very well endure forever, with the final 
eradication of polio. 
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This award has an extra level of meaning for me because of my relationship with the 
University of Michigan, which goes back many years, to my time as Minister of 
Health. With the University’s support, we established the first obstetrics and gynecology 
residency in Ethiopia, the first renal transplant unit, and a new curriculum for medical 
students that meant they started seeing patients – under supervision – from the first day of 
their studies.  

This University has made a massive difference to the health of many people in Ethiopia – 
especially some of the poorest and most vulnerable women and girls.  

I offer my deep gratitude to the University for your pioneering work, and especially to Dr 
Senait Fisseha, Dr Joe Kolars, and Dr Tim Johnson, and others. 

    This past Saturday marked three years since WHO first said that the global outbreak of 
COVID-19 could be described as a pandemic. It was a significant moment, and one that 
garnered the attention of the world’s media.  

     However, from WHO’s perspective, the far more significant moment came six weeks 
earlier, on the 30th of January 2020, when I declared a public health emergency of 
international concern. At the time, there were fewer than 100 reported cases of COVID-19 
outside China, and no reported deaths outside China.  

    Three years later, there are almost 7 million reported deaths from COVID-19, although 
we know that the true number of deaths is much higher. 

However, we are certainly in a much better position now than we have been at any time 
during the pandemic. It’s very pleasing to see that for the first time, the weekly number of 
reported deaths is now lower than when we first used the word “pandemic” three years 
ago. The improvement is significant.  

     I am confident that at some point this year we will be able to say that COVID-19 is 
over as a public health emergency of international concern – and as a pandemic. 
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What is most important now is that we all learn the lessons of the pandemic. If we do not, 
we will repeat the cycle of panic and neglect that has been the hallmark of the global 
response to epidemics and pandemics for decades. 

But if we do, we can make the world safer for ourselves, and for those who come after 
us. So what has the pandemic taught us? Let me offer three lessons. 

The first is the importance of public health. We have been discussing this almost the 
whole day.The pandemic is a vivid demonstration that an advanced medical care system is 
not the same thing as a strong public health system.Some countries with the most 
sophisticated medical care were overwhelmed by COVID-19. 

    By contrast, some middle-income countries with fewer resources fared much better, 
thanks to investments in public health after outbreaks of SARS, MERS, H1N1 and others. 
They had muscle memory, and they did better. 

    For example, the simple art of contact tracing is one that many high-income countries 
have forgotten how to do, but it’s second nature to many low- and middle-income 
countries because of their experience with outbreaks of infectious disease. 

The backbone of public health is robust primary health care, for detecting outbreaks at the 
earliest possible stage, as well as for preventing disease and promoting health at the 
community level. 

That is why WHO is calling on all countries, at all income levels, to invest in public 
health, and especially in primary health care. 

Such investments will repay themselves many times over, by preventing and mitigating 
the impact of epidemics and pandemics, but also by preventing or delaying the need for 
more costly secondary and tertiary care.  

The second lesson is the importance of science.Throughout the pandemic, science has 
given us the tools to understand how this virus spreads, how it causes disease, and how to 
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stop it.Science enabled us to sequence the virus within days of the first reported cases and 
to develop tests, treatments and vaccines faster than for any pathogen in history. 

And yet, in some countries and communities, and on social media, the marginalization and 
politicization of science has impeded the response to the pandemic and cost lives. Masks, 
vaccines, “lockdowns” and other public health measures have been deeply politicized.  

     And the question of how the pandemic started remains unanswered. 

Finding the answer to this question remains a scientific imperative, to help us prepare for, 
prevent, and respond to future epidemics and pandemics. But it’s also a moral imperative, 
for the sake of those we have lost. 

   And yet more than three years after this outbreak started, we still don’t know how, due 
to a lack of cooperation from China to be transparent in sharing data and to conduct the 
necessary investigations and share the results. 

I believe you have heard me say this many, many times: until those studies are done, all 
hypotheses on the origins of the virus remain on the table. 

But if any country has information relevant to any hypothesis, it is essential for that 
information to be shared with WHO and the international scientific community. 

This leads me to the third lesson: 

    The importance of cooperation.At exactly the moment when the world needed to come 
together to face this common threat as one, the COVID-19 pandemic has been 
characterized by a lack of cooperation and coordination. 

Instead of a coherent and cohesive global response, the pandemic has been marked by a 
chaotic patchwork of responses. This is because of narrow nationalism.We can only face 
shared threats with a shared response, based on a shared commitment to solidarity and 
equity. 
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   That is what the pandemic accord that countries are now negotiating is all about: an 
agreement between nations to work in cooperation with each other – not in competition – 
to prepare for and respond to epidemics and pandemics. 

It’s essential to emphasize that this accord is being negotiated by countries, for countries, 
and will be adopted and implemented by countries, in accordance with their own national 

laws. 

It will not give WHO any power to do anything without the express permission of 
sovereign nation-states. 

The claim by some that this accord is an infringement of national sovereignty is quite 
simply wrong.The nations of the world already have numerous treaties against threats of 
our own making, like nuclear, chemical and biological weapons, tobacco, and climate 
change.  

So surely it makes sense for countries to agree on a common approach to a common threat 
that we did not fully create and cannot fully control – a threat that comes from our 
relationship with nature itself. 

It’s vital that we all make an honest assessment of the pandemic and learn its lessons, so 
we don’t repeat the same mistakes again.We owe it to the millions we have lost, and to 
those who will come after us – our children and grandchildren.  

If we make the same mistakes again, I don’t think we will forgive ourselves, and I don’t 
think our children and grandchildren will forgive us. The pandemic accord that’s being 
negotiated should incorporate all the lessons learned so we don’t make the same mistakes 
again. 

This year marks the 75th anniversary of the founding of WHO. 

In the aftermath of the Second World War, nations came together in the realisation that the 
only alternative to global conflict was global cooperation.  
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    The authors of the Constitution of the World Health Organization – itself a treaty in 
international law – wrote that the health of all peoples is fundamental to the attainment of 
peace and security and is dependent on the fullest cooperation of individuals and States.  

      Those words remain as relevant today as they were in 1948, 75 years ago. 

The COVID-19 pandemic is a vivid demonstration that for everything that makes us 
different; For the richness of our diversity; We are one species, sharing one planet, and 
one health. We have no future but a common future. There is a famous Ethiopian proverb 
that says, 

“When spiderwebs unite, they can tie up a lion”. 

The challenges we face in global health can seem daunting. No single country or agency 
can address these challenges alone. But when we work together, we can overcome 
anything. 

Polio is a perfect example – thank you, Mr President. 

When Dr Thomas Francis Jr said those famous words in 1955 – “the vaccine is safe, 
effective and potent” – polio still killed and paralyzed millions of people around the 
world, including in the US. 

The idea that polio could be eradicated must have seemed a distant dream. 

But today, we stand on the threshold of realizing that dream.  

Not a single case of wild poliovirus has been reported since September last year.  

       Of course, we’re not there yet. We must stay on the course and finish the job that Dr 
Thomas Francis Jr and his colleagues started. 

But the fact that we have come this far is not due to Dr Thomas Francis Jr alone, or one 
vaccine alone. It is due to the collaboration of many partners over many years. 
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This is the kind of collaboration we had in Ethiopia with this great University, the 
University of Michigan. And it’s the kind of collaboration that is needed to meet every 
challenge in global health. 

I’m glad President Ono said that hopefully, the daughter of Thomas Francis Jr is listening. 
I’d like to tell you how proud I am of all the things your father and his students have done. 
That’s why we are where we are. 

President Ono, Dean Bowman, Regent White, 

     Dear students, members of the faculty, dear colleagues and friends, It is with great 
humility and pride that I accept the Thomas Francis Jr Medal in Global Public Health. 

I hope that in the next few years we will witness the final eradication of polio, and the 
fulfilment of Dr Francis’s legacy. 

I thank you. 

LINK: https://www.who.int/director-general/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-
keynote-speech-at-the-thomas-francis-jr.-medal-in-global-public-health-award-ceremony-
--13-march-2023 
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