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We can do better than this. After more virtual meetings on Covid-19 than we can count – with 
colleagues at the Wellcome Trust, with national governments, in any number of international 
forums – the conclusion we keep coming back to is that we can do better than this. And we are 
going to have to, because more frequent and complex pandemics are on the way. 

The pandemic has been the worst global crisis, outside of war, in a century. It has also 
demonstrated the shortcomings of governments pursuing separate domestic and international 
agendas. Our collective ability to navigate 21st-century challenges – pandemics, antimicrobial 
resistance, climate, future energy needs – requires these agendas to be more integrated than 
ever before. In an increasingly interconnected world, we should expect new viruses to emerge 
more frequently – and we should be ready for them to be even more dangerous. 

So, Covid-19 has been a test, and the world has largely failed. Yes, there have been great scientific 
accomplishments, and many people owe their lives to the remarkable skill and dedication of 
healthcare workers. But, politically, responses have far too often been faltering, piecemeal and 
blinkered. A pandemic needs systematic global cooperation, but instead national governments 
have indulged in a self-defeating concept of self-interest.

“The only race here is the one that pits viral evolution 
against human cooperation

Worst of all, we were not prepared, with historic under-investment in public health and the 
development of countermeasures. For years, political leaders around the world have ignored the 
lessons of previous disease outbreaks, and all the expert reports calling for better preparedness 
have gathered more dust than attention.

At the moment, governments are focused on dealing with Covid-19. So they should be, and 
they should be doing so as partners – working together, not comparing national vaccination 
rates like rivals in a race. Because the only race here is the one that pits viral evolution against 
human cooperation. Meeting the World Health Organization’s (WHO) target of vaccinating 70% 
of people in every country by June 20221 is a scientific imperative, not just a moral one. If we do 

1. World Health Organization, ‘Strategy to Achieve Global Covid-19 Vaccination by Mid-2022’, 
<https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/immunization/covid-19/strategy-to-achieve-
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not spread protection right across the globe, we run a higher risk of new variants emerging that 
could make the new vaccines, and other advances, obsolete. 

But even as we deal with this pandemic, we also need to learn its lessons and start planning for 
the future – because we really can do better than this. 

“We need sustained leadership and investment to prevent 
the next pandemic. The UK can help make that happen, 
using its diplomatic networks, longstanding commitments 
to global health and reputation as a leader in science

Governments are, finally, waking up to the need to work together more effectively and to 
prepare for future pandemics. Notably, the UK has made global preparedness a priority – in the 
prime minister’s speech to the UN General Assembly last year, in the government’s Integrated 
Review of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Policy, with the plan for a Global 
Pandemic Radar, and through the Pandemic Preparedness Partnership established as part of 
the UK’s G7 presidency.

Over the past 25 years, regionally or globally disruptive epidemics have happened every two to 
three years. We need sustained leadership and investment to prevent the next pandemic. The 
UK can help make that happen, using its diplomatic networks, longstanding commitments to 
global health and reputation as a leader in science.

Good Science Cannot Realise Its Promise Without Good 
Politics
We have made enormous progress in understanding and fighting Covid-19, but to finally 
overcome this pandemic we need a sustained, coordinated global push to make the most of 
our hard-won scientific advances. To reduce the risk of dangerous new variants evolving, we 
need to control the spread of the virus in every country. That means, among other things, that 
equitable vaccine sharing has to be a priority. And the global trade that our prosperity depends 
upon will not be able to fully recover until countries all around the world can get life back to 
something like normal. The estimated costs of the pandemic to governments will be US$11 
trillion by the end of 2021.2

global-covid-19-vaccination-by-mid-2022.pdf?sfvrsn=5a68433c_5>, accessed 2 November 2021.
2. IMF, ‘Fiscal Monitor: Database of Country Fiscal Measures in Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic’, 

October 2021, <https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Fiscal-Policies-Database-in-
Response-to-COVID-19>, accessed 2 November 2021.
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The science of Covid-19 has been a challenge, but what has been the hardest thing to get right 
has been the politics. We have heard plenty of stirring rhetoric from world leaders about the 
need to work together, but in practice these good intentions are worn down by the daily political 
temptations to think and act with a narrow national focus. And when there is international 
cooperation, too often it is ad hoc bilateral initiatives, which add up to so much less than the 
sum of their parts. The pandemic has demonstrated how political leadership and the ability of 
a country to govern in crises were under-weighted in assessments of country preparedness. 
Our multilateral bodies, such as the WHO, have for years been underfunded, undermined and 
starved of the political support they need to carry out their vital work. This just will not do. In 
a pandemic, the national interest depends on the global interest. To succeed, we have to stand 
as part of a world alliance.

The UK could do a lot to help build such an alliance. Its reputation as a science superpower 
enhances its credibility on the world stage, and its networks of diplomatic relations and 
development partnerships stand it in good stead to be a key mover in creating the political 
architecture that will protect UK citizens – and the whole world – from Covid-19 and from 
the next pandemic.

We are rightly proud of the RECOVERY trial and the development of the Oxford–AstraZeneca 
vaccine – both triumphs for UK science. But we should be dismayed that these great breakthroughs 
have had limited impact, because the structures necessary to coordinate and finance the mass 
global deployment of the new vaccines and treatments were not in place ahead of the crisis. 
And we should be determined to build these structures so that our science can achieve its full 
lifesaving potential.

Four Things the UK Can Do to Build the World’s Defences 
Against Pandemics
1. Build Effective Global Leadership

The UK has set out bold aims in its Integrated Review of Security, Defence, Development and 
Foreign Policy, making a commitment to be ‘a problem-solving and burden-sharing nation with a 
global perspective’,3 especially on the issue of health resilience. We applaud this ambition, and 
we support the government in taking the steps needed to make it a reality.

The first, vital step is establishing global leadership on pandemics – to put an end to this one 
and prevent the next. Rapid, collective action must become the norm, not a last resort bogged 
down in bureaucratic wrangling and nationalistic grandstanding. We need a new Global Health 
Threats Council bringing together heads of government to be alert to new dangers, to lead 
deployment of resources and to maintain political commitment.

3. HM Government, Global Britain in a Competitive Age: The Integrated Review of Security, Defence, 
Development and Foreign Policy, CP 403 (London: The Stationery Office, 2021), p. 6.
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There are proposals under discussion for how such a council would operate, but whatever the 
exact details, it must be effective, well-resourced and firmly plugged into accountable decision-
making. From experience on the Global Preparedness Monitoring Board, when experts sound 
the alarm, action does not often follow. In 2019, the board warned that the world was woefully 
unprepared for a rapidly spreading respiratory pandemic. We wish that warning, and the many 
before it, had been heeded. But there are always going to be lots of demands on the attention 
of national leaders, so we have to build a system that refuses to let pandemic preparedness slip 
down the agenda. Efforts to bring together political leaders must also tackle urgent priorities 
such as vaccine equity.

“We need a new Global Health Threats Council 
bringing together heads of government to be alert to new 
dangers, to lead deployment of resources and to maintain 
political commitment

The UK can use its political clout at the G20 and leverage its health and science diplomacy to 
champion these proposals and spur the discussions on to a speedy and productive agreement.

2. Establish Global Surveillance to Prevent the Next Pandemic

The UK’s first line of defence against pandemic diseases is not the NHS. It is the public health 
surveillance systems in countries all around the world, watching for signs of dangerous new 
viruses. To stand the best chance of defeating these future enemies, we need to know where 
they are as soon as possible.

Covid-19 took the world by surprise, and we spent long, painful months trying to catch up 
with it. The UK is now doing stellar work on coronavirus genome sequencing, but as a global 
community we need to do more, the whole world over, to make sure we are ahead of the 
game in future. We need to get better at detecting and tracking emerging pathogens, and we 
need to fix the blind spots that the coronavirus pandemic has exposed. That is why the UK has, 
throughout its G7 presidency, rightly stressed the importance of global health surveillance and 
launched plans for a Global Pandemic Radar, which are being taken forward by the WHO. 

A global surveillance network will spot potentially dangerous animal infections and act as a 
pandemic early warning system, bringing together relevant data from many different sources 
around the world. This real-time information will also be an invaluable resource to speed up the 
development of tools such as vaccines and tests. Crucially, this kind of infrastructure needs to 
be useful all the time – not only work reactively after a crisis has erupted. And it will only work if 
national leaders have ownership of it and responsibility for its success, particularly those in low- 
and middle-income countries. This global infrastructure must harness the expertise of regional 
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bodies too, such as the Africa Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, whose leadership has 
been crucial in the continent’s management of Covid-19 and other diseases. 

So, the UK needs to keep pressing on this issue, working with the WHO and building political 
support for a surveillance network that could save untold millions of lives worldwide. 

3. Accelerate Research and Development to Deal with High-Risk Pathogens 

Knowing our enemy is not enough, of course: we also have to know how to beat it.

The safe, effective vaccines against Covid-19 were developed at extraordinary speed. This was a 
great success – but we should not be satisfied. So, the prime minister has endorsed a target to 
cut the vaccine development process from the 300 days that it took in 2020 to just 100.4 He also 
wants to see faster development of treatments and diagnostic tools, so that once we identify a 
dangerous new pathogen, we can respond to it much more quickly. It is right that we should be 
ambitious, always looking for ways to accelerate such work – after all, the next pandemic might 
spread a lot more rapidly than Covid-19.

The UK has achieved remarkable things in the scientific response to this pandemic. As well as the 
work on the Oxford–AstraZeneca vaccine and the mass viral genome sequencing, the RECOVERY 
trial has produced vital understanding of how to treat Covid-19. But there is no greater tragedy 
than lifesaving knowledge that does not get used to save as many lives as possible. Too many 
countries still have painfully limited access to tests, treatments and vaccines. 

We need to develop these tools for every class of pathogens so they are ready to be manufactured 
when an epidemic hits. The efforts of the Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations 
to develop vaccines for emerging diseases, including Covid-19, have shown what is possible. 
To enable this, we will need live clinical trials networks around the world which can pivot in 
response to emerging pathogens. This requires globally distributed manufacturing capacity 
and the supply chains and logistics to deliver equitable access to tests, treatments or vaccines 
wherever they are needed. Manufacturing hubs could be established in countries with small 
populations, such as Senegal, Rwanda and Costa Rica, so that politically inevitable domestic 
demand is met quickly.

Discoveries are great, but it is essential to make sure they are put into practice all over the 
world. The UK has a superb science base, but the other side of that coin has to be an enduring 
political commitment to work with other governments and international agencies so that we 
can quickly get new tests, treatments and vaccines approved, produced, distributed and put 
into use wherever they are needed.

4. ‘Our Shared Agenda for Global Action to Build Back Better’, Carbis Bay G7 Summit Communiqué, 
2021, <https://www.g7uk.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Carbis-Bay-G7-Summit-Communique-
PDF-430KB-25-pages-3.pdf>, accessed 2 November 2021.
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4. Invest in Pandemic Preparedness 

We cannot keep the world safe from pandemics without better financing, sustained over the 
long term. Our current policy, if you can call it that, is to spend token sums on preparedness 
and then, when the crisis hits, spend trillions on the response and desperately pass around the 
begging bowl for the shortfall. That is no way to fund a pandemic response.

“We cannot keep the world safe from pandemics without 
better financing, sustained over the long term

The UK and other G20 countries must establish a sustainable approach to investment. This would 
include a pooled multilateral mechanism to provide increased funding and effectively allocate 
it to where it will do most good – a Global Health Threats Fund. Critically, this investment must 
be additional money and not compete with other health and development priorities. The UK’s 
partnership with the World Bank and its record in innovative financing will be indispensable 
in harnessing the strengths of existing institutions. Another important way to boost global 
health security will be to increase assessed contributions – as well as giving stronger political 
support – to the WHO. Given its recent 30% increase in contributions to the WHO,5 the UK can use 
its diplomatic networks to encourage other member states to do the same. 

Looking at the economic devastation of the coronavirus pandemic, and thinking about how much 
of that could have been averted, it is clear that pandemic preparedness could be one of the most 
rewarding investments we ever make.

What’s Next? 
When SARS first appeared, 18 years ago, Jeremy was working as an infectious-disease researcher 
in Vietnam. He saw how terrifyingly deadly it was. But, mercifully, its spread was relatively easy 
to control, and the global death toll ended up being less than 1,000. It was a warning, and we see 
similar warning signs every few years: Nipah (1999); SARS-CoV-1 (2003); H5N1 (2004); H1N1 (2009); 
MERS (2011); Ebola (2014); Zika (2015); and now SARS-CoV-2 (2019).

Those previous outbreaks should have all been wake-up calls. But, for the most part, policymakers 
breathed a sigh of relief and carried on much as before.

We could have been much better prepared for Covid-19, which has already killed millions. So now 
we must ask: how well prepared are we going to be for the next pandemic?

5. Boris Johnson, ‘Prime Minister’s Speech to United Nations General Assembly: 26 September 2020’, 
speech given to the UN General Assembly, New York, 26 September 2020, <https://www.gov.uk/
government/speeches/prime-ministers-speech-to-un-general-assembly-26-september-2020>, 
accessed 2 November 2021.
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The task facing world leaders now, even as they continue to deal with Covid-19, is to forge an 
alliance dedicated to a stronger, faster, smarter and more equitable response, and to build the policy 
infrastructure that will enable this. The UK, with its extensive diplomatic networks, its reputation for 
world-class science and its commitment to being a force for good in the world, can and must play a 
pivotal role in this work. The upcoming G7 and G20 meetings in 2022 are the perfect opportunity to 
build on the existing momentum, show leadership and catalyse action.

The new architecture of pandemic preparedness will of course be a global endeavour, but it could, 
in no small part, be catalysed in the UK.
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