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On July 6, when the number of novel coronavirus cases and deaths in the U.S. reached over 2.8
million and nearly 0.13 million, respectively, the U.S. officially notified the United Nations of its
intention to withdraw membership from the World Health Organization. This comes after
President Donald Trump announced on May 29 his decision to halt funding and pull out of the
global health body. After accusing WHO of being “China-centric” on multiple occasions, this
unfortunate development is one more attempt by Mr. Trump to deflect blame for gross
mismanagement of the crisis. In a May 18 letter, he officially demanded that the WHO make
“major substantive improvements” in 30 days while charging that the global body lacked
“independence” from China, was slow to respond to the threat, and had “repeatedly made
inaccurate or misleading claims” about the virus. Since the decision has apparently been taken
without the approval of Congress, and as the withdrawal will become effective only on July 6
next year, there is a possibility that Congress or courts might reverse the withdrawal. Already,
Democratic challenger Joe Biden has promised to revoke it if elected President. There is much
at stake and unsurprisingly Congress is already under pressure from academia and medical
associations to reject the withdrawal. The capricious decision to withdraw from WHO will have
dire consequences for global public health. The departure of the U.S. will be a significant blow to
the WHO in terms of loss of technical expertise and, according to Mr. Trump, an annual funding
of about $450 million.
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The pandemic has clearly brought to the fore several shortcomings and weaknesses in the
global health body. For instance, the 2005 revision of the International Health Regulations made
it mandatory for countries to notify the WHO of all events that may constitute an international
public health emergency and to “respond to requests for verification of information regarding
such events”. Yet, the WHO has limited power to ensure compliance by member States,
including limitations in independently verifying member states’ official reports. If the U.S. was
majorly involved in the 2005 IHR revision, it will now have no role to play in strengthening the
WHO. It will lose a seat at the table to determine the virus strain to be used for developing
influenza vaccines (flu killed over 34,000 people in the U.S. in 2018-19), and have no access to
new influenza virus samples for research. With no more U.S. scientists embedded in the WHO
in key roles, including outbreak response teams like the one that visited Wuhan, it will lose out
on health intelligence that will compromise the country’s response to international disease
outbreaks. In the end, none gains from a further weakened WHO.
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We have been keeping you up-to-date with information on the developments in India and the
world that have a bearing on our health and wellbeing, our lives and livelihoods, during these
difficult times. To enable wide dissemination of news that is in public interest, we have increased
the number of articles that can be read free, and extended free trial periods. However, we have
a request for those who can afford to subscribe: please do. As we fight disinformation and
misinformation, and keep apace with the happenings, we need to commit greater resources to
news gathering operations. We promise to deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested
interest and political propaganda.
Dear subscriber,
Thank you!
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Your support for our journalism is invaluable. It’s a support for truth and fairness in journalism. It
has helped us keep apace with events and happenings.
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The Hindu has always stood for journalism that is in the public interest. At this difficult time, it
becomes even more important that we have access to information that has a bearing on our
health and well-being, our lives, and livelihoods. As a subscriber, you are not only a beneficiary
of our work but also its enabler.
We also reiterate here the promise that our team of reporters, copy editors, fact-checkers,
designers, and photographers will deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested interest
and political propaganda.
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From the abrogation of the special status of Jammu and Kashmir, to the landmark Ayodhya
verdict, 2019 proved to be an eventful year.
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