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Public hearing on “Public health emergency: the need for a holistic
approach to multilateralism and health care”, held in lzmir, Turkiye, on
Friday, 23 September 2022

In the framework of the report currently in preparation on “Public health emergency: the need for a holistic
approach to multilateralism and health care” by Ms Selin Sayek Bdke (Turkiye, SOC), the Committee held a
public hearing with the participation of:

v" Ms Nuriye Ortayli, Public Health Expert (Tlrkiye)
v" Mr Kayihan Pala, Professor of Public Health at Bursa Uludag University Faculty of Medicine (TUrkiye)

Mr Alain Milon (EPP/DC), First Vice-Chairperson of Committee, opened the hearing and introduced the guest
speakers.

Ms Sayek Boke presented her revised introductory memorandum, focusing on the right to health and the need
for a new approach to public health. International public health structures should be strengthened, and
multilateralism revitalised. Moreover, vaccination should be more accessible and affordable to all in all countries.
Public health authorities must work together to overcome the commodification of public health model and
rebalance the research mechanisms so as to factor in fairly both the public interest and private interests. A fact-
finding visit to Geneva to hold meetings with the representatives of various international institutions, notably
WHO, would hopefully contribute towards clarifying the priorities for action.

Ms Ortayh stressed that the Covid-19 pandemic was not yet over and that public authorities should review the
leadership structures so as to draw lessons from the past failures. There had been high expectations for guidance
from WHO but the public was not aware of its limitations nor strengths, especially in dealing with individual
countries, as WHO was increasingly dependent on external funding. Member States had recognised this as a
problem and were eager to increase their financial contributions. Unfortunately, big private donors were not
accountable to the public (e.g., the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation). The TRIPS agreement of the WTO (World
Trade Organization) contained some flexibilities that had not been exploited properly during the pandemic. A
waiver had been possible but had not been putin place. All the negotiations on this matter had taken place behind
the closed doors, and some big countries were reticent to support this option. It was now important to support
WHO in negotiations on a new global pandemic treaty.

Mr Pala regretted the lack of global co-ordinated response during the pandemic. Unless vaccination was
publicly funded, vaccines could not be widely distributed to all. The vaccination rate in some countries
remained as low as 25% while some countries had achieved 70%. There was a need for stronger pandemic
preparedness. WHO should be more independent; it should not be acting on behalf of governments. More
effort was needed to improve the statistics and the sharing of data which should underpin policy decisions.
Basic research and development in the medical field should be publicly funded, and the opinion of physicians
should be better taken into account by decision makers.

Mr Hunko deplored that the bulk of WHO’s funding now depended on targeted funding from foundations and
private sector actors. His country, Germany, had unfortunately blocked the use of the waiver for Covid-19
vaccines under the WTO, while the Russian and American presidents were in favour. Moreover, it was
unfortunate that the Western countries refused to recognize the Sputnik and Sinovac vaccines, and there was
a lack transparency regarding Pfizer's research on the new type of vaccine against Covid-19. Political
decisions should be based on evidence.

1 The minutes were approved and declassified by the Committee on Social Affairs, Health and Sustainable Development
at its meeting on 2 December 2022.
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Mr Fridez stressed the importance of access to hygiene and healthy food as a basis for the right to health.

Mr Amraoui recalled that WHO’s budget corresponded to that of a hospital. The WHO was stigmatised, but
the elements of its weakness had already been highlighted during the Ebola pandemic. It should undergo
serious reform. The Council of Europe should defend multilateralism.

Ms Sayek Boke asked the experts about ways of strengthening WHO and the supremacy of the public interest
through monitoring.

Mr Milon noted that while WHO was lagging behind on Covid-19, it had taken significant action after the HIN1
scandal.

He was supported by Ms Ortayli, who recalled that some reforms had been undertaken after SARS in 2003.
A major problem was the lack of implementation of changes in regulation. Parliamentarians should advocate
stronger compliance at national level. The sharing of data and alert systems did not work properly, and the
transparent behaviour was punished (such as in the case of South Africa revealing the emergence of Omicron
variant, which had led to travel bans penalising travellers from this country). WHO should help rebalance the
global system.

Mr Pala suggested that parliamentarians could push for changes in the structure of WHO. This organisation
alone could not do everything but there should be monitoring mechanisms to expose the shortcomings of the
governmental action. There was a need to better track risks to public health stemming from migration and
climate change.

Mr Millon then thanked all the speakers and closed the hearing.
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