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Global Health –
From Medicine to        
Public Health

Human Rights –
Codifying Rights under 
International Law

Global Health & 
Human Rights –
Facing the COVID-19 
Challenge
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What is Global Health?
• Global Health is Public 

Health
• Public Health Policy

Vertical 
vs. 

Horizontal 
Interventions

“Global health is still often perceived as 
international aid, technologies, and 
interventions flowing from the wealthier 
countries of the global north to the 
poorer countries of the global south”

“the way in which we understand 
global health critically shapes not 
only which and whose problems we 
tackle, but also the way in which we 
raise and allocate funds, 
communicate with the public and 
policy makers, educate students, and 
design the global institutions that 
govern our collective efforts to 
protect and promote public health 
worldwide.” 
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What is Global Health Policy?

• Not Comparative Policy • Not International Policy

consideration of the health needs of the people of the whole 
planet above the concerns of particular nations

“a central task is to identify 
the underlying political, 
social, and behavioral 
determinants of global health 
inequalities and address them 
through global health policy.” 
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Frameworks of

Global Health Governance

Institutions = Architecture + Norms
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Global Health Policy Architecture

From the World 
Health 

Organization to 
the World

Organizations                  Prominence, but . . . 

“the absence of a global 
government—not only now 
but for the foreseeable 
future—the construction of 
a global society emerges as 
a feasible alternative to 
harness interdependence 
in a world polity where 
sovereign nation states 
coexist with expansive 
social networks 
transcending national 
boundaries.” 
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• Legal claims that persons have                                       
on society simply on the basis                                       
of being human
– universal, 
– indivisible,
– inalienable, and
– interdependent

…what governments                                                         
can do to you,                                                           
cannot do to you and                                                    
should do for you…

Interna'onal*
Law!

Public*
Health!

Human*
Rights!

Health*&*
Human*
Rights!

Justice through Human Rights
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Dignity
• an individual’s intrinsic 

importance, value, and 
ability to self- govern 
within a particular social 
context

• what it means to be 
human 



International Law
International law is 

developed by states and 
regulates the conduct of 

states.

“ When you expand the civil 
rights struggle to the level of 
human rights, you can take 
the case of the Black man in 
this country before the 
nations of the United 
Nations.  You can take it 
before the General Assembly.  
You can take Uncle Sam 
before the World Court.  But 
the only level you can do it 
on is the level of human 
rights.  Human rights are 
something that you are    
born with.  Human rights    
are your God-given rights.  
Human rights are the      
rights recognized by all       
the nations of this earth.”  
- Malcolm X, 1964

International 
Law

Public 
Health

Human 
Rights

Health & 
Human 
Rights
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Human Rights-Based Approach 
("X has a right against Y in relation to Z“)

Rights holder

Duty bearer

E.g.: “A child has a valid claim against the national government
to a right to health, which is realized through a state duty to 
provide free vaccinations.”

Demand 
of Rights

Programs 
to Realize 

Rights
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Why Health & 
Human Rights? • Human Rights Matter 

• Human Rights Evolve
– Development of Rights 

in International Law
– Implementation of 

Rights for Health 
Promotion and Disease 
Prevention

– Accountability for 
Policy Reforms

• The Health & Human 
Rights Movement 
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The enjoyment of the highest attainable 
standard of health is one of the fundamental 
rights of every human being

Health is a state of complete physical, 
mental and social well-being and not merely 
the absence of disease or infirmity.

Governments have a responsibility for the 
health of their peoples which can be fulfilled 
only by the provision of adequate health and 
social measures.

Post-War Framework for Health
Second World War

Four Freedoms

UN Charter

WHO Constitution

UDHR
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• Article 25 
– medical care 
– underlying 

determinants of 
health

“Everyone has the right to a standard 
of living adequate for the health and 
well-being of himself and of his family, 
including food, clothing, housing and 
medical care and necessary social 
services…”

A Post-War Declaration of Rights
Second World War

Four Freedoms

UN Charter

WHO Constitution

UDHR
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• Give meaning to Health
• Nature of state obligations
• Tension between individual 

autonomy and public 
health

General 
Comment 14 

(2000)
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Giving Meaning to the Right
UN’s Qualification of Health:
• Right to health extends beyond 

healthcare
• Socioeconomic factors enable 

healthy lives, but too far?
• Underlying determinants of health: 

– Food, nutrition, housing, access to 
potable water, sanitation, safe working 
conditions, healthy environments

“The right to health is closely 
related to and dependent 
upon the realization of other 
human rights” (CESCR 2000, 
Para. 3). 

Conceptualizing Measures to Ensure 
Enjoyment of the Right to Health
• Availability
• Accessibility
• Acceptability
• Quality
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Right to health includes 
individual autonomy 

Tension between individual 
autonomy and public health

Siracusa Principles (1984)
• Measures must be:
• Necessary
• Proportional
• Reasonable

Balancing Individual Rights and 
Public Health

• Right to control one’s body
• Freedom from interference
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Human Rights Respond to Health Harms
“A commitment to human   
rights starts within each of us   
as a conceptual leap. It is a    
leap because it embodies the 
difference between seeing 
something like food, voting, 
education, or healthcare as a 
right compared to thinking of 
them as privileges. And it             
is a leap, because human      
rights inevitably represents          
a challenge to the status       
quo.”    

- Jonathan Mann

Global Health Human Rights HEALTH & HUMAN RIGHTS

“The inclusion of human rights 
in health professional studies    
holds the potential to raise 
awareness of and engage 
professionals in human rights 
discourse, challenging the 
status quo and giving 
practitioners a set of 
practical competencies to 
identify and address issues of 
social justice in health.”



Existential Threats
Populist Nationalism

• Rejecting Public 
Health Science

• Denying 
Fundamental Rights

• Undermining Global 
Solidarity

Cataclysmic Pandemic

• Unprecedented 
Health Threat

• Widespread Rights 
Violations

• Failure of Global 
Health Governance

Health & Human Rights – More Necessary Than Ever…
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Human Rights at the Forefront 
of the Global Response

• Called on States to “to 
implement national action 
plans…..ensuring respect for 
human rights and fundamental 
freedoms and paying particular 
attention to the needs of people 
in vulnerable situations, 
promoting social cohesion, 
taking the necessary measures 
to ensure social protection and 
protection from financial 
hardship, and preventing 
insecurity, violence, 
discrimination, stigmatization 
and marginalization” (WHA, 
2020).  

World Health Assembly Res 73.1

“Human rights brings dual
benefits in minimising 
sickness and death, especially 

among marginalised communities…[and] to 
resilience and preparedness for future disease 
outbreaks as well as health and economic shocks”    

- Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus

“Will we seize this moment to                               
devise ways to recover better?                                   
Will we properly apply the                                   
human rights vaccine that can help us build more 
resilient, prosperous and inclusive societies?”

- Dr Michelle Bachelet
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International Health 
Regulations – Establishing 
Global Health Governance 
for Infectious Disease

Human Rights Law in 
the COVID-19 Response 
– Limitations Highlight 
Weaknesses

Reforming WHO –
Developing New 
Governance for Future 
Threats
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International Health Regulations (2005)

The Legal Landscape
– PHEIC

• State Notification
• WHO Declaration

– Build National 
Capacity
• Health & Human 

Rights
• International 

Collaboration
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IHR Limitations in 
COVID-19 Response

China 
Notification

WHO PHEIC

Violative Nationalist Responses 

December January February March April

Global 
Solidarity?
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Vaccine Equity
What Role for Global Health Law?

• Vaccine Access as a 
Human Right

• Intellectual Property 
• Pharmaceutical 

Capacity Building
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Human Rights Violations in the 
COVID-19 Response

• Right to Health and 
Social & Economic Rights 
of Vulnerable Groups

• Derogation of Civil & 
Political Rights to 
Promote Public Health

• Obligations of 
International Assistance 
& Cooperation
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Revisiting WHO Authority
– Fundamental Revisions
• Mandatory Reporting
• PHEIC Deliberations
• Monitoring States
• Global Funding

–New Policies
• Revise IHR 

Recommendations
• Develop Pandemic Treaty
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Developing a Pandemic Treaty
– Global Health Governance 

Limitations in the COVID-19 
Response 
• IHR Limitations
• WHO Weaknesses

– Global Health Law in   
Transition
• New Authorities & 

Accountability 
• Strengthening WHO
• Advancing Human Rights
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A Rising Imperative 
for Human Rights in 

Global Health
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