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Major global actors for 
handling outbreaks and 

pandemics

Preben Aavitsland at PhD course 18.3.2022

World Health 
Organization

• Founded with the UN after the war, started 7 
April 1948

• The «health department» of the UN

• Surveillance

• Guidance and recommendations

• Legal agreements (ICD, FCTC, IHR)

• Support for capacity building

• Emergency response

• Collaboration in research and development
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7000 employees in 150 country offices, 6 regional offices and 1 headquarters
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Challenges

Money

Priorities

Organisation

Governance

Between 
commerce 
and 
disease 
control
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The purpose and scope of these 
Regulations are to prevent, 
protect against, control and 
provide a public health response 
to the international spread of 
disease in ways that are 
commensurate with and 
restricted to public health risks, 
and which avoid unnecessary 
interference with international 
traffic and trade. 

IHR (2005)

• Obligation on states to build capacities for 
detecting and responding to events
• Problem: states cannot afford or prioritise this

• A new, global surveillance system
• Problem: states don’t notify

• Procedures for WHO’s coordinating of 
international response to epidemics
• Problem: states don’t comply

• Rules for standing disease control measures 
against international spread
• Problem: mostly unnecessary
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Paradigm 
shift 1 with 
IHR (2005)

• From disease list (cholera, plauge, yellow 
fever) to definition of events – potential 
”public health emergency of international 
concern (pheic)”

• Difficult, but important and sensible change

• The disease + the circumstances

• Undiagnosed diseases

• New diseases

Paradigm 
shift 2 with 
IHR (2005) 

• Transfer of (some) power from states to 
WHO

• Official notifications only one source for 
WHO

• WHO decides, independent from official 
notification, whether to sound the alarm 
and give advice on response

• WHO works on behalf on all countries
• Surveillance

• Recommendations
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IHR surveillance system

National IHR 
Focal Point -
NFP

WHOHealth 
services

Mass media, public, 
NGOs + other states
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Thank you

Time for 
comments and 
questions


