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Lessons in resilience: what covid-19 taught us about preparing for the

crises to come

The covid-19 pandemic won't be the last global health crisis. Maha El Akoum and colleagues look at
how we can strengthen health systems in preparation

Maha El Akoum, ' Sangeeta Dhami, Z Deidre Thompson, ' Aziz Sheikh’

As of September 2022, there have been over 613
million cases of covid-19 and a global death toll of
6.5 million.! The pandemic caused an unprecedented
global crisis, not only because of the millions of lives
lost, but through the devastating economic and social
disruption that accompanied it. Many health
systems—even those considered “robust”—were left
stretched far beyond their capacities. According to
the Global Health Security Index report, released
shortly before the start of the pandemic, no nation
in the world was considered equipped to handle a
global pandemic of this magnitude.? We also know
that this pandemic won’t be the last, so we need to
make changes that ensure we’re better prepared for
the emergencies to come. How can we strengthen our
fragile health systems?

By definition, in order for health systems to be
deemed “resilient,” they must not only respond to
the crisis at hand, but also maintain the provision of
other essential health services throughout crises.3 >
Resilient health systems should be able to serve and
protect people by preparing for, recovering from, and
absorbing shocks to the system, while maintaining
core functions to meet the needs of their
populations.3 ¢

Building and improving publicly funded health
systems that are better prepared and more resilient
against all threats to public health is crucial for
sustained progress towards universal health coverage
and global health security. We know that health
systems do not operate in a vacuum, and healthcare
is affected by other societal systems such as the
economy, education, tourism, and social care.
Planning for resilience therefore requires an
integrated, intersectoral approach, with plans that
prioritise the needs of the population as a whole
(equally and without exception) during a public
health emergency, as well as before and long after it.

Opportunities to build resilience

A report from the World Innovation Summit for
Health (WISH), Building health system resilience: A
roadmap for navigating future pandemics, proposes
a set of practical and attainable policy
recommendations for governments and policy makers
that cover the short (over the next 12 months),
medium (12-24 months), and longer term (24-36
months).”

Our recommended actions for the short term include
the development of pandemic preparedness plans
that are evidence based and multisectoral. Countries
should establish a national pandemic
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command-and-control centre that has the authority
to declare outbreaks and develop a plan of action in
response to emerging disease threats.® Planning for
“disease X” should include regularly tested
simulation exercises, as well as a clear approach to
maintaining healthcare services and protecting
healthcare workers in the face of emergencies. These
plans should also provide strategies for the urgent
provision of personal protective equipment (PPE)
and, once available, vaccines to protect healthcare
workers.

In the medium term, we recommended that health
system leaders reflect on the challenges they faced
during the covid-19 pandemic. This will help them to
identify and tackle the weaknesses in their health
systems through the adaptation of care models, the
development of information systems, and
strengthening and empowering the health workforce.
Specifically, the use of remote models of care should
be enhanced through the development of mobile
phone/wi-fi networks, additional training of
healthcare workers and patients/carers, and through
the incentivisation of longitudinal models of care
that reward outcomes. In addition, we encourage
health system leaders to learn from the responses
that worked well and strengthen those models of
working—for example, forging public-private
partnerships and enabling third sector organisations
to contribute to service delivery.

A global challenge

Our longer term policy recommendations will need
to be implemented at national and international
levels, and cover structural and regulatory elements
aimed at improving resilience. At a national level,
countries are advised to tackle shortages in the
clinical and public health workforce by allocating
additional funding in their annual budgets to cover
capacity building activities and for increasing surge
capacity. Legislative reforms should also be
considered, both to allow personal health data (for
example, test results and vaccination status) to be
securely used to inform pandemic responses, and to
ensure manufacturing capabilities can be repurposed
to facilitate production of PPE, ventilators, vaccines,
and drugs, where appropriate. Where there is public
funding, all relevant agreements should include
technology transfer and commitment to voluntary
licensing.

At an international level, the World Health
Organization (WHO) is encouraged to introduce
measurable targets that set clear and achievable
benchmarks for pandemic preparedness and
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response. These targets should, we suggest, be reviewed by the
WHO periodically to ensure accountability. Finally, we are in
agreement with the World Bank and WHO about the need for a G20
Financial Intermediary Fund (FIF). An annual minimum budget of
$10.5 billion/year for its first five years (a total of at least $50 billion)
should be set aside for pandemic preparedness and response in
order to support equitable access to diagnostics, therapeutics, global
surveillance, manufacturing, vaccine development, research and
development, and health system strengthening.®

It’s true that covid-19 has exposed the vulnerabilities of our
healthcare systems worldwide, but it has also presented new
opportunities to build resilience for the crises to come. It is crucial
that policy makers around the world now leverage these
opportunities in order to build back health systems that are more
resilient and better prepared.
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