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The behavior of International Organizations (IOs) has been the subject of much inquiry, with
investigations often focusing on inherent organizational qualities or external political
influences on decision-making processes that lead to otherwise unexpected outcomes. The
World Health Organization (WHO) exhibits often-criticized behaviors in crisis situations that
appear inexplicable when evaluating on these grounds, suggesting that there may be
another factor at play. This study tracks the influence of reputation on the WHO'’s global
health crisis management, in particular through the lens of the influence of this perceived
reputation on the last two Director-Generals of the Organization, Margaret Chan and Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus. By examining data and sources from the past 20 years of the
WHO’s Public Health Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC) system, | find that an
institutional focus on reputation maximization helps to explain why and when the WHO has
declared public health emergencies, and how the process has been shaped by leaders to fit

their goals.

On May 17, 2026, just 2 days after receiving word from the government of the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the World Health Organization (WHO) again rang its
loudest alarm bell, declaring that the outbreak of Bundibugyo Ebolavirus had become a Public
Health Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC),' a designation meant to activate a strong
international response to emerging global health crises. For the first time, the WHO had quickly
declared an emergency in response to an outbreak of Ebola.

In the nearly 20 years since the PHEIC process was created, there had been three other
Ebola outbreaks — 2014 West Africa, 2018 Equateur Province DRC, and 2018 Kivu and Ituri
Province DRC — all of which were considered for this emergency designation, and all of which
became targets for major critics of the WHO. 2014 and 2018 Kivu and Ituri Ebola had been
heavily delayed and mishandled, according to critics,” and 2018 Equateur never received a

designation in the first place, despite relatively similar early case counts to the prior 2014
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outbreak.* Prior to the creation of the PHEIC, the world had seen Ebolavirus before, too; a 1995
outbreak made news as high death rates emerged in clusters of infected people in Zaire
(modern-day DRC).’

What was so different this time around? Neither the epidemiological data nor the
potential for spread or potential for impact on trade and travel seemed much different from past
outbreaks. While the Bundibugyo virus was novel in comparison to the Zaire virus that had
caused most previous outbreaks, no vaccine had existed for Zaire Ebola in 2014 either, and there
were still inconsistencies in the responses to the two outbreaks in 2018 even with the presence of
the new rVSV-ZEBOV vaccine. Something beyond disease facts and epidemiology was at play.

The behavior of International Organizations (IOs), especially those with special expertise
like that of the WHO, can often come across as arcane, inefficient, and unpredictable. Scholars of
10 politics have highlighted these unique pathologies, often linked to the organizations’
structures and functions as expert bureaucracies, that can easily create “policies that defy rational
logic”.® Others have noted that, despite their technocratic and expert external signalling,
bureaucrats and the agencies they work for or lead are often quite political in nature, rather than
simply being agents of their member states and donors.” Still more have linked IO behaviors to
their origins in the colonial past and the biases and patterns of thinking that may be present, or

even institutionalized within, these organizations.’'’
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10s likely have a number of competing motivations, but one thing is certainly true: they
cannot act without the ability and authority to do so. Their capabilities are tied to their funding,
the regulations surrounding them, and ultimately to the trust placed in them by their member
states and donors. It is their reputation for being able to handle global affairs that often forms the
basis of IO action, and the management of this reputation is important to the maintenance and
promotion of the organizations. Examining this condition, and the way it affects

decision-making, may provide further insight into the odd way that IOs sometimes behave.

Reputation and 10 Behavior

Reputation is the general perception of an organization by its audience(s), often a
judgment of performance or standing which carries with it a normative edge; i.e., it is “good”
that org A acts in manner X, “bad” that org B acts Y. For many 1Os, a reputation for being expert
and acting on that expertise are the very basis for their capabilities in the first place — we want
experts to be in charge of expert issue-areas.

To these expert 10s, their reputation forms their legitimacy and authority,'* and
maintaining it is key to maintaining the organization itself. As such, we would expect that the
leaders/leadership of these organizations would therefore make strategic decisions to maximize
the reputation of the organization (or minimize risk to said reputation). If an organization’s
actions are under high scrutiny, leaders will act conservatively so as to not overstep bounds and
further threaten capabilities/authority. In situations where leadership perceives a high potential
for reputational gain, they may expedite processes in order to lay claim to the issue area faster
and garner more authority over it. As organizations and processes mature, leaders may use a sort
of “ratchet-effect” to increase or evolve their (or their organization’s) powers in emergency

situations, affecting the scope, scale, or ability to respond.
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Maintaining and Maximizing Authority Through Reputation

IOs lack the type of state-power-backed authority that we might expect to see from
national agencies. International law is quite weak,"> and many expert I0s simply lack
enforcement capabilities or resources to compel behavior. Instead, they are involved in a
different kind of political project entirely. Through their epistemic authority, these IOs maintain
control of information flows based on their reputation as expert organizations.'* Controlling the
issue-areas themselves allows IOs to influence the very substance of global policy agendas."

We would expect that the maintenance of that authority, and of that reputation of
expertise, would be particularly important to the leadership of IOs, particularly in moments
where the profile and stakes are highest, those of emergencies and crises. The assertion of
authority in these emergency situations serves to further establish the expertise — and authority —
of the organization. Prior research, particularly into national-level bureaucracies, has highlighted
a tendency for bureaucratic agencies to seek ever-greater power and deference.'® Where
enterprising bureaucrats, necessary expertise, and a legitimate need for governance intersect, a
more powerful bureaucracy often follows,'” and bureaucrats who strive to perform are often
rewarded with increased deference and authority.'

IOs face a “use-it-or-lose-it” problem: if they never respond in times of need (or are
perceived as doing so), then they might lose the ability to respond in the first place, especially if
those abilities are backed by specially-allotted resources or other extensive powers. However,
agencies must also exercise their powers well, lest they receive critique, reputational

consequences, and, in some cases, lose those capabilities entirely.'” As a result, IOs land squarely

13 Jack Goldsmith and Eric A. Posner, “The Limits of International Law Fifteen Years Later,” Chicago
Journal of International Law 22, no. 1 (2021): 110-127.
cjil.uchicago.edu/print-archive/limits-international-law-fifteen-years-later.

* Alejandro Esguerra and Sandra van der Hel, “Participatory Designs and Epistemic Authority in
Knowledge Platforms for Sustainability,” Global Environmental Politics 21, no. 1 (2021): 130-151.

® André Broome and Leonard Seabrooke, “Seeing Like an International Organisation,” New Political
Economy 17, no. 1 (2012): 1-16. doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2011.569019.

' Daniel Carpenter, The Forging of Bureaucratic Autonomy: Reputations, Networks, and Policy
Innovation in Executive Agencies, 1862-1928. Princeton UP, 2001.

7 Daniel Carpenter, Reputation and Power: Organizational Image and Pharmaceutical Regulation at the
FDA, Princeton UP, 2010. See Chap. 5 “Reputation and Power Crystallized: Thalidomide, Frances
Kelsey, and Phased Experiment, 1961-1966.”

'8 Sean Gailmard and John W. Patty, “Slackers and Zealots: Civil Service, Policy Discretion, and
Bureaucratic Expertise,” American Journal of Political Science 51, no. 4 (2007): 873-889,

'® Daniel Carpenter, The Forging of Bureaucratic Autonomy. See Chap. 10 “Structure, Reputation, and the
Bureaucratic Failure of Reclamation Policy, 1902-14.”


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2007.00286.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2011.569019
https://doi.org/10.1162/glep_a_00573
https://cjil.uchicago.edu/print-archive/limits-international-law-fifteen-years-later

in the middle of an optimization puzzle: they must balance the necessity of responding as
frequently as possible in order to maintain and build their reputation with the risk of doing so
poorly and suffering reputational consequences, when it is not always clear what the “right”
thing to do is.?° In situations where reputational risks are perceived as low and potential for gain
is high, we should see leaders choose to act quickly and responsively, while in situations where
risks are high and potential for loss is high, we should see leaders act conservatively and delay or

even avoid responding altogether.

The Ratchet Effect
As institutions encounter new problems, they often adapt to meet these challenges. In

cases of crises — extraordinary new problems — a unique kind of adaptation can occur: ratcheting.
The “ratchet effect” describes a phenomenon in which individuals or organizations gain more
resources, capabilities, or power during an emergency event which justifies the need for
extraordinary means, but then hold onto those gains after the emergency has subsided or
passed.”! Research applying the lens of ratcheting to IOs has highlighted the way in which these
organizations often utilize “authority leaps,” stretching the bounds of their powers beyond the
limits that would usually constrain them through a rationalization of avoiding the obstruction of
delivering public goods.” For an IO with authority based primarily in its reputation of expertise,
exploiting the ratchet effect could prove to be an effective strategy to access gains when

otherwise constrained reputationally or organizationally.

The WHO

The WHO is an International Organization (IO) and a specialized agency of the United
Nations (UN), an independent entity which operates under the broader umbrella of the UN

2 Kristina Daugirdas, “Reputation as a Disciplinarian of International Organizations,” American Journal of
International Law.
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‘Displacement Effect’; A Critical Note” in the journal FinanzArchiv 30, no. 3 (1972), itself a critique of an
earlier book by Alan T. Peacock and Jack Wiseman, The Growth of Public Expenditure in the United
Kingdom (George Allen and Unwin, 1967).
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system, but does so autonomously.? It is governed by an annual conference of its member
nations known as the World Health Assembly (WHA), who meet (usually) annually to decide the
budget, assess contributions from members, and develop regulations — essentially serving as a
legislative body for the organization.**

By the early 2000s, after decades of increased globalization, urbanization, population
growth, and international travel throughout the 20th century, major disease outbreaks were on the
rise across the globe.® In order to better equip the WHO to respond to the increasing threat of
global pandemics, the WHA majorly reworked the International Health Regulations (IHR),
ultimately culminating in the IHR (2005) that came into effect in mid-2007. The IHR increased
reporting requirements of member nations, equipped the WHO with a much wider and more
sensitive surveillance network, and granted the organization the ability to ring the alarm in case
of global health crises — the power to declare a Public Health Emergency of International

Concern (PHEIC).

Why the WHO?

Because of its status as an expert IO, the maintenance of the WHO’s reputation is key to
maintaining its authority. The WHO’s status and reputation as the world’s expert health agency
are precisely what allows it to influence global health regulation and security; rather than
compelling states to comply with its regulation, it is trusted to be the regulator. By setting the
agenda on global health, the WHO is able to direct the world’s health resources, set standards for
disease surveillance and reporting, set standards for care, influence the priorities of biomedical
researchers and institutions, among a number of other capabilities. This epistemic authority can
extend to the point of determining the allocation of real, material resources, such as the WHO’s
leadership of the International Coordinating Group on Vaccine Provision, through which it
directs the disbursement of critical vaccine stockpiles in the case of major disease outbreaks.*®

The PHEIC procedure provides a particularly good lens to examine this phenomenon. As

the largest alarm bell that the WHO can ring, the PHEIC sits at the absolute top of the options the

B “UN System,” United Nations. https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-system.
2 “World Health Assembly,” World Health Organization.
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organization has when responding to global health emergencies. The IHR (2005) regulations that
established the PHEIC also brought with them a set of surveillance powers for the WHO and
reporting requirements for member-states that build greater capacity for epidemiological work.
The PHEIC process also serves as a place for the WHO to expand its authority and ownership of
the global health space. In a purely epistemic sense, PHEIC-level threats tend to be novel,
meaning that control over them is control over relatively new or under-explored issue areas. Take
COVID-19, for example. The outbreak was caused by an entirely new pathogen, SARS-CoV-2.
By declaring a PHEIC, the WHO is able to assert control over new areas of health governance
where their guidance and leadership will be paramount.

Each use of the PHEIC system further institutionalizes the WHQO’s capacity to respond to
global health emergencies, which might also help with securing further resources and capabilities
necessary for those responses. This pressure exists as a constant for the leadership of the WHO:
DGs often and repeatedly appeal to member states and the WHA for greater deference, funding,
and so-on.*”*® Since this constant pressure exists, we might also expect that the WHO could use
the “ratchet-effect” to its benefit. An “authority-leap” type of institutional ratchet could mean a
change in the way the PHEIC rules are applied, a stretching of the standards, or a change in the
process itself. We might expect to see a DG attempt to utilize the ratchet effect in situations
where the organization is otherwise incapable of action in the way the DG prefers, and under

great reputational stress.

The Puzzle: PHEIC Variance and Hidden Decision-Making Factors
When the Director-General (DG) of the WHO receives information about a possible
PHEIC through their network of epidemiologists, partners, and advisors, they make a decision
about whether to invoke the THR (2005) and begin the PHEIC process. Should they invoke the
IHR (2005), the standard procedure is for the DG to then form an IHR Emergency Committee

(EC), made up of independent experts, who will review the facts and determine whether the

27 “\WHO Director-General's opening remarks at the 158th session of the Executive Board — 2 February
2026,” World Health Organization, February 2, 2026,
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given outbreak meets the standards of a PHEIC, ultimately either recommending or not
recommending the declaration of a PHEIC. The DG traditionally takes the EC’s advice in each
case. There have been 12 outbreaks sent to [HR ECs in the nearly 20 years since the IHR (2005)
came into effect, with 9 of those receiving PHEIC declarations.

The WHO has a stated and demonstrated focus on global health, and every disease
outbreak that has reached the IHR EC stage has met at least some of the criteria to be considered
for PHEIC status. Surely, technocratic considerations of spread, health impact, and possible
economic disruption (the three factors outlined in the IHR’s decision-making apparatus for
possible PHEIC nomination) are at play, at least in determining (or justifying) what makes it to

the IHR EC stage.

Figure 1
Morbidity vs. spread of outbreaks at time of first EC or comparable point
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Figure 1 shows a scatterplot of two variables that broadly approximate the kind of
epidemiological data the DG would consider, spread and morbidity of a disease, when they were
deciding which of the 58 major outbreaks since 2007 were to be sent to an [HR EC for
consideration.”” Note that the outbreaks that received ECs are not all major outliers here — many

disease outbreaks since the IHR (2005) came into effect in 2007 have had the sort of case counts,

2 Figure 1 plots 56 of 58 major outbreaks since 2007 (excluding two Dengue outbreaks that massively
skew the x axis and did not receive ECs), based on a novel dataset collecting outbreak cases and death
counts at the point of the first EC meeting for those that did receive ECs, and at comparable points for
those which did not. The overall average time from outset to measurement point of the dataset sits at 129
days, close to the 137 day average for those 12 that did receive ECs.



spread, public health and economic impacts that would lead to a possible PHEIC consideration,

yet never made it to an EC. Of those that did make it to an EC, their timing varies greatly, and

doesn’t seem to be effectively explained by epidemiological data.

Figure 2
DG Responsiveness vs. Spread: Days to EC vs Cases per day
400+
300 1
(@] >0LI0
w [
o
o -
T 200
[a]
OLA2014
e,
100
KIVU_EBOLA18
L J
H\'IW;, 122
EBALAZ022 @ coviD1g w
0_
0 100 200 300 400
Cases per day from outbreak outset to first EC meeting
Figure 3
DG Responsiveness vs. Morbidity: Days to EC vs IFR*
4004
300
@]
|
=]
g
@ 200
[a)
EBOLA20
[ ]
100 -
MPC p1s .
H.H\ El *_ 2
04

0.0 02 0.4 06

IFR (total deaths / cases)

*Infection Fatality Rate - total suspected deaths divided by suspected cases.

PHEIC

® Yes

PHEIC

® Yes



10

Figure 2 illustrates the variance in DG responsiveness via the time to form an EC after
the outset of an outbreak compared to the “spread” of the disease as cases-per-day, while Figure
3 shows responsiveness vs. the “morbidity” of the disease via the Infection Fatality Rate (IFR),
the total suspected deaths divided by total suspected cases. The speed with which ECs have been
formed to address possible PHEICs has historically correlated neither with the spread of a
disease, nor its relative deadliness, nor even a combination of the two. Something other than raw
epidemiological data is at play in the WHO’s response to global health emergencies: reputation.

It is not a novel observation to point out the odd variance in the WHO’s handling of the
PHEIC process, nor to propose that considerations other than technical data are affecting
emergency decision-making within the organization. Much of the previous work on the PHEIC
process has focused on the IHR EC as the point of study, attempting to find the “other” factor
influencing these declarations. The most fruitful studies in this category have been those that
interviewed former EC members directly, in turn revealing the large role that economic
considerations® and explicitly political considerations’! play during EC meetings. Because of its
claims of independence, the EC is a natural point of intrigue for scholars of global health and
politics more broadly, as it provides an opportunity to show that even experts might be
influenced by politics.

Yet the EC is not the only part of the PHEIC process. Instead it functions more as a final
filter or threshold, perhaps even just as a check on the DG’s selections of possible PHEICs.
Zooming out, the point of variation in which outbreaks are selected for ECs and how long they
take to get to that point are all in the hands of the DG. Examining the factors that motivate the
DG, and the way that their motivations coincide with or conflict with the ECs, can give a more

complex and meaningful view of the politics at play in the PHEIC process as a whole.

Method / Overview:
In order to produce a workable picture of the effect of perceived reputation on the WHO’s
emergency process, we will track the reputational concern of the WHO from the point where the

IHR (2005) came into effect and granted the organization the ability to make PHEIC

3% Alexandre I.R. White, Epidemic Orientalism: Race, Capital, and the Governance of Infectious Disease,
Stanford UP, January 2023, pp. 209-216.

3! Barbara Frossard Pagotto and Mark Eccleston-Turner, “The Politics of Public Health Emergencies of
International Concern,” Global Studies Quarterly 4, no. 4 (2024): ksae083.
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declarations, to the present. The analysis will center on the WHO, but will focus on the
performance of the organization’s DG as they lead the PHEIC process and react to external
critique and praise.

If the Director-General of the WHO is concerned with maximizing the authority of the
organization via its reputation, then we should observe the DG making choices with respect to
the PHEIC process to either increase or protect the WHO’s perceived reputation. Because these
actions are truly global, it is difficult to pin down a particular audience that the DG might be
concerned with. While media attention to global outbreaks raises the potential for concerned
parties to be nearly anyone who is paying attention to global affairs, it is unclear how much
influence the average person could have on the WHO (if any at all). At a minimum, politicians
and diplomats of WHO member-states as well as influential actors in the global health space
could be considered the audience of primary concern. It is possible that perceived audiences
could shift depending on the DG and their respective routes of information gathering and

influence.

Figure 4
DG responsiveness by days delayed between outbreak outset and first IHR EC meeting
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There have been two DGs since the PHEIC was created, with observably different

approaches and operating under different reputational conditions. Figure 4 shows all 12
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outbreaks that have been sent to IHR ECs for PHEIC consideration since the IHR (2005) came
into effect in 2007, beginning with HIN1 in 2009 and ending with the most recent in May of
2026, the Ebola Bundibugyo outbreak in Central Africa. Under Dr. Margaret Chan (here colored
red), the average time from outbreak outset to the first [HR EC meeting was 208 days (median
199), whereas under Tedros Ghebreyesus (blue) the average has been 65 days (median 30). Dr.
Chan was the first DG to have the power to declare a PHEIC, while Ghebreyesus gained both the
power and the mandate to improve upon his predecessor’s application. There is something
separating the actions of the two DGs, beyond epidemiological and economic data.

The reputational conditions and the approaches that each WHO leader took in response to
new outbreaks are notably and noticeably different, and will be borne out over the course of the
analysis. As such, a natural point of separation among the cases is between the two DGs. Two
macro-cases will focus on the tenures of Dr. Margaret Chan and Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus,
respectively. Each macro-case will track the interaction between the WHO/DG and reputational
concerns, with a primary sub-case in each that marks a particularly impactful point shaping and
defining that DG’s tenure. For Dr. Chan, HIN1 takes center-stage and criticism of the WHO’s
response reverberates through the remainder of her time with the organization. As such, we will
examine HINT and then its aftermath. For Ghebreyesus, Mpox 2022 marks a point of immense
change in the way DGs are able and willing to use the PHEIC process, motivated by the effects
the normal IHR EC process was having on the organization’s reputation. As such, we will
examine the buildup of frustration up until Mpox 2022, the primary case of Mpox 2022, and then
examine what followed in order to analyze whether the unprecedented actions taken in 2022
were a one-off or the start of a new sort of power for the DG, and example of institutional

ratcheting.

Margaret Chan: The first DG to use the PHEIC

When Dr. Margaret Chan was elected to the role of Director-General in November 2006,
the WHO was on the precipice of major change. The IHR (2005) were slated to come into effect
just a year later in the summer of 2007, motivated and catalyzed by the 2002-2004 outbreak of
SARS-CoV-1, a novel respiratory virus that had taken hold in China and spread to several



13

countries in Asia and across the world, resulting in hundreds of deaths* and a major global
health scare. The limited capacity of the WHO to respond to this crisis, as well as the Chinese
government’s attempts to delay reporting,* led directly to the increased surveillance capacities,
reporting requirements, and PHEIC process detailed in the new IHR.**

Chan’s election, too, was directly related to fears of a new and deadly respiratory virus.
Her reputation for handling both the 1997 H5N1 Bird Flu outbreak and her actions during the
SARS outbreak while acting as the Director of Health in Hong Kong led her to be a natural
choice to implement the post-SARS reforms outlined in the IHR (2005).** The stage was set for

Chan to manage the next outbreak, and use the new tools available to the WHO.

HINI “Swine Flu”
In many ways, the HIN1 outbreak was a perfect test case for the new PHEIC powers, and

a perfect storm for an over-reaction. Dr. Margaret Chan had been selected partly for her
experience responding to flu and SARS amid growing fears of avian-influenza outbreak
potential, and had been leading the charge since her election in raising awareness and pushing
countries to develop readiness plans, warning of the potential for a future influenza pandemic,
bird-flu or otherwise.* Influenza fears motivated large investments in the WHO and other
readiness research and preparation programs from member-nations, donors, and other

stakeholders, totalling some $4.3B between just 2005 and 2009.*
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This concern was not isolated to global-health spaces, and extended well into domestic
politics and popular culture. The U.S. Congressional Budget Office ordered a review?® of the
possible economic impacts of an avian flu outbreak that made news*® for its massive estimates of
up to 81 million potential worldwide deaths. Across the world, health and agricultural agencies
and industry culled and isolated livestock in attempts to curb the potential spread of avian-borne
illness.* In the U.S., “bird-flu” fears inspired multiple TV-thriller-movies during this period,*'*
and the U.K. based recording artist M.I.A. released a track titled “Bird Flu” in 2007 as a
buzz-building single while promoting her second album, Kala.** UNICEF ran PSAs in 2006
featuring the actor Jackie Chan explaining how to protect children and families from possible
avian-influenza infections.* From experts to everyday people, the threat of a deadly influenza
outbreak was part of the global consciousness.

Pressure and visibility were high, and the potential for reputational gain was immense.
Whatever major outbreak came next would be the first chance the WHO had ever had to put its
new PHEIC capabilities to work, and to show the benefits of the IHR (2005) on the global stage.
A proper response would establish the organization soundly as the issue-owner of global health
emergencies. For the DG, too, this would be the first major chance for her to show that she was
the right person for the job, and that her experience managing influenza and SARS in Hong
Kong had prepared her for a global pandemic response.

In March and April 2009, Mexican health officials began noticing higher-than-usual
numbers of severe respiratory illness in the country, including an increased number of deaths.*

The first confirmed case of HIN1 in Mexico dates to March 17, 2009, with the first confirmed
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case on the U.S. side of the border just 11 days later on March 28".*° The Mexican government
made its first official report of the outbreak to the WHO’s regional Pan-American Health
Organization (PAHO) office on April 12",* and WHO Director-General Margaret Chan formed
an IHR EC just 13 days later on April 25™.* This first-ever IHR EC, though noting a significant
lack of adequate data, decided to recommend a PHEIC declaration, and this advice was followed
by the DG.*

What followed was a response that mirrored this haste, largely accomplishing the sort of
large-scale global response that the IHR (2005) had set out to enable, and that the past 4 years of
pressure had been building up to. The WHO moved quickly to establish guidelines, aided in
developing the first vaccine candidates just one month after the declaration, and ultimately
provided direct support across member nations and distributed over 3 million retroviral drug
doses to 72 countries.”® Within just 6 months of the PHEIC declaration, the first doses of
approved HIN1 vaccines were already being administered in the U.S."!

In many ways, the global response to HIN1 was a massive success. The PHEIC had
worked as designed, allowing the WHO to quickly coordinate states and non-state actors across
the globe and utilize resources to develop vaccines and distribute lifesaving drugs. But with this
speed, and being the first-ever PHEIC, came a number of failures and growing-pains, the first of
which began with a simple naming scheme. Intending to avoid labeling the disease for its
location, the WHO opted not to call the outbreak something like “Mexican Flu” and instead

opted for “Swine Flu,” a decision which led massive trade disruptions in the global pork industry
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and related sectors,’? and the unnecessary mass-slaughter of pigs in several countries.® While

9954

this would eventually be changed to “influenza A(HIN1),””" in common parlance and media
usage, the new name was flatly rejected.”™

In keeping with the procedures for many of the WHO’s other independent committees,
the first-ever IHR EC had also been kept anonymous, except for the committee’s chair.>® This
anonymity, in combination with the fact that many of the committee members were found to
have unreported ties to the pharmaceutical companies that developed HIN1 vaccines (and the
relatively low®” morbidity of the outbreak), led many to suspect that financial or professional
motivations of EC members had caused an overly-hasty PHEIC recommendation and a WHO
push for unnecessary vaccine orders.”® Efforts by the WHO to fight these rumors seemed to fall
flat, as influential politicians were still making these claims well into 2010.%

Whether these accusations were true or not, the damage was done and the WHO and its
DG were moved into a public-relations-management mode of action. Answering questions after
her official press conference to announce the end of the HIN1 PHEIC, Dr. Chan staunchly
defended the organization, insisting that the WHO had not over-reacted to the HIN1 outbreak,
but also acknowledged that there were lessons to be learned from the first ever use of these
powers, particularly in improving communications coming out of the organization.*

Prior to this point, the DG had proactively called for a review committee in January 2010

to look over this first implementation of the IHR (2005) in the HIN1 PHEIC. This committee
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met several times between 2010 and 2011, ultimately delivering their findings to the WHO, its
Executive Board, and the WHA in the form of a final report.®’ While the report was largely
complementary to the WHO, it did acknowledge several pieces of criticism as worthwhile for
consideration. The PHEIC response had failed, according to the review committee, mostly in
how information was communicated and shared by the WHO, including confusing standards for
pandemic staging and issues with EC anonymity and conflict-of-interest declarations (or lack

thereof).%

Aftermath: Operating in the Shadow of HINI

In the wake of HIN1, the WHQO’s behavior with regard to global health emergencies
greatly shifted. Reeling from the reputational losses of the first PHEIC, Dr. Chan took a far more
conservative approach for the remainder of her tenure as DG, somewhat-avoiding major
outbreaks until necessary, and taking significantly longer to create IHR ECs for PHEIC
consideration.

In the first few years after HIN1, the PHEIC process was used conservatively, if at all. In
2010, after the Haitian earthquake disaster, a massive outbreak of cholera, a disease that is
explicitly highlighted as a must-consider in the PHEIC decision-making apparatus,® did not
receive an [HR EC. Until the outbreak in Yemen 6 years later, the Haitian Cholera outbreak was
possibly the largest on record, affecting over 800,000 people total, and remains likely the
deadliest, having killed approximately 10,000 people® (while the Yemeni outbreak achieved a
total of over 2.5 million cases by December 2020, there had been just under 4,000 deaths
recorded,® a case-fatality-rate nearly 8 times lower). For the WHO, the reputational risk of

declaring a PHEIC for the Haitian Cholera outbreak was simply too high. Not only was the
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WHO still reeling from the perceived failures of HINT1 just before, but it was soon discovered
that the Cholera outbreak was caused by the mishandling of waste by UN peacekeepers in the
country, a fact which the UN leadership was actively attempting to downplay (or possibly even
hide).% To declare Haiti’s cholera outbreak a PHEIC would have risked not just re-opening the
wounds of HIN1, but also the ire of the UN and its Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon.

When Dr. Chan did next create an IHR EC, it was heavily delayed. Middle-East
Respiratory Syndrome, or MERS, is a highly deadly infection caused by the coronavirus
MERS-CoV, in a sense similar to those that led to the 2002 SARS outbreak and which would
eventually lead to the COVID-19 pandemic. MERS was first described in early 2012 as clusters
of cases were noted and tested in Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and the UK.%” As a novel coronavirus,
especially one which was noted to kill in large proportions of confirmed cases, MERS was a
clear pick for the next major outbreak event. And yet, the response was nowhere near fast. In
fact, while MERS did get an IHR EC, it took well over a year — 453 days — from the first reports
of the disease out of Jordan to the first meeting of the EC.*® The EC did not recommend a
PHEIC, but did suggest more meetings, again and again, for a total of 10 meetings stretching
from July 2013 to September 2015.% It should be noted that while the IHR ECs are intended to
be groups of independent expert advisors, they are hand-picked by the DG. Thus, this kind of
conservative but still-concerned extended surveillance of MERS might suggest a hesitancy
inherited by the EC from the DG, particularly in the case of a disease that, while quite deadly,
was not spreading particularly fast.

One year after calling an EC to review MERS, Dr. Chan again took action, this time in
response to Poliovirus. Limited international spread of wild-type polio was occurring between
known reservoirs of the disease and areas in which the disease was not normally known to be

endemic, leading to concerns that increased air-travel and trade could lead to global spread of the
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virus.”’ Again, however, there was an issue of delay. The non-endemic spread of poliovirus in the
Horn of Africa had reached an early peak by August 14, 2013, with Somalia reporting 105
confirmed cases (all confirmed cases of polio are severe cases).”' The first meeting of the
poliovirus EC, however, did not occur until 264 days later on May 05, 2014, just a few months
before the final case of polio was reported in Somalia on August 117> While the African spread
of the virus was not the only point of concern noted by the WHO, it was the first, and was used
as justification for the PHEIC recommendation by the IHR EC and the subsequent declaration by
the DG.

Further, polio marked a change in the WHQ’s strategy from solely pursuing outbreaks
with pandemic potential to instead using the PHEIC as a mechanism to increase ownership of
known diseases with well understood threats and available treatments. Polio is by no means new,
has long had an effective prophylactic vaccine, and has been known to remain endemic to
particular countries. In declaring the 2014 Polio PHEIC, the WHO was announcing not just an
attempt to curb the spread of polio outside of these endemic areas, but in fact an extended
campaign against poliovirus within the endemic areas themselves as, “If unchecked, this
situation could result in failure to eradicate globally one of the world’s most serious vaccine
preventable diseases.”” Post-hoc interviews with members of the initial polio IHR ECs
confirmed that there was an understanding among committee members that this was an
unorthodox use of the PHEIC: “it was a more political decision because if you want, the trigger
was the very concrete risk that we would lose control over ... polio.””

Compared to the flu and SARS concerns that drove the creation of the IHR (2005), using
the PHEIC process to reinforce global management of a known threat marks a notable change in

policy, and one which allowed for a concrete expansion of authority during a period of increased
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reputational risk. Whether intentional or not, this likely marks the first use of the PHEIC to
create a ratchet effect through a definite “authority-leap”; the definition of the PHEIC was
stretched with the justification of providing polio prevention to those in need. The expansion of
scope that occurred with the successful declaration of Polio greatly widened the definition of
crises that could be considered for emergency designation, and established grounds for the
management of outbreaks of endemic diseases as part of the WHO’s responsibility. Polio has
remained a permanent PHEIC since its declaration in 2014, through both the remainder of Dr.
Chan’s tenure as DG and the entirety of Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus’ tenure thus far, its [HR
EC having now met for the 44" time as of January 14, 2026.7

Concurrent with the emergence of the polio PHEIC declaration, a true epidemic was
building in West Africa. An unusual outbreak of ebolavirus began in December 2013 in Guinea,
officially reported to the WHO by the Guinean government in late March when the disease began
spreading internationally to Liberia and Sierra Leone.””” 4 years post-HIN1, the reputational
risks toward the WHO had relaxed slightly, and the DG had successfully tested the waters earlier
in the year with the Polio PHEIC. Still, some conservatism persisted, and the first IHR EC met a
full 136 days after the initial Guinea outbreak report.” It would soon come to light that these
delays, rather than being predicated entirely on a conservative mode of operation, were caused in
part by a mass of incompetence and inefficiency in the organization’s response to the outbreak.
In an October 2014 Bloomberg interview, Dr. Chan acknowledged that her advisers had not been
adequately advising her, and that as late as June of that year, she was not “fully informed of the

evolution of the outbreak.””’
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The 2014 Ebola Outbreak was, in more ways than one, a disaster. For the people on the
ground in West Africa, it was a horribly deadly disease that ravaged communities and left entire
countries in disarray, killing over 11,000 people in total.** The raw death number only tells a
small portion of the story, however. The economies of West African countries were greatly
depressed leading to reduced GDPs across the board and hundreds of thousands facing food
insecurity, and the reduction in the availability of health care for other diseases (due to
re-allocation to contain ebola) led to the deaths of thousands.®'

For the WHO, it was a spectacular failure of global health emergency management, one
that left many wondering if the agency was up to the task in the first place, with numerous
independent review boards coming to the conclusion that major change was necessary for the
organization.*” Leaked memos from the WHO indicated that there was widespread internal
understanding that “nearly everyone involved in the outbreak response failed to see some fairly

plain writing on the wall,” %3

and by early 2015, post-mortems and official announcements by Dr.
Chan acknowledged a distinct need for improvement, with Ebola having exposed “inadequacies
and shortcomings” in the organization's structure and function.*

Again, the reputation of the WHO had been tarnished, and again Dr. Chan retreated to a
more conservative mode of operation. Beginning in 2014 and through 2015, the Zika virus was
essentially allowed to propagate throughout the Amazon, causing thousands of infections,"
despite not being endemic to the area. until suspicions emerged that increased rates of infant

microcephaly could be associated with infection. The IHR EC first met on February 1, 2016 and

immediately recommended a PHEIC declaration, a full 262 days after the Brazilian government
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notified the WHO of large quantities of zika infections on May 15, 2015.5%" Of course, these
newfound epidemiological curiosities were not the only motivators for this decision. Though the
IHR EC and DG did not note it in their explanation, the 2016 Olympics were later that year in
Rio de Janeiro. While the reputation of the WHO was in a bad place following 2014 Ebola,
ignoring an outbreak of a birth-defect-causing disease at the site of the Olympics would have
been untenable.

Perhaps the most confusing piece of Dr. Chan’s interaction with the IHR (2005) system,
however, was the final outbreak that she created an EC for: the 2016 yellow fever outbreak in
Angola and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). The outbreak was unusual in scale,
but occurred within an endemic region, and did not seem to have the capacity for major
international spread or disruption of travel or trade, the other two pillars of the PHEIC
decision-making instrument. Further, while the DG would later openly argue that the resurgence
of yellow fever in this 2016 outbreak required a strong response and was an indicator of the
possible horrors of mosquito-borne illness,* the crisis at hand was not even the first major
outbreak of Yellow Fever in Africa in the decade. Just 4 years prior, the 2012 Darfur, Sudan
outbreak had claimed the title of the largest and deadliest yellow fever outbreak in over 20
years.” In the first meeting of the IHR EC on Yellow Fever 2016, the committee declined to
recommend a PHEIC, noting that the event did not meet the criteria, but was concerning and
warranted a response.” The committee re-affirmed their decision at the second and final meeting

in August of that year.”!
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One possible explanation for the decision to highlight this particular outbreak could
simply be that the DG had strong personal feelings about it, and that she knew that she was about
to retire in 2017. Dr. Chan’s decision to write a commentary piece urging action after the first EC
meeting ended without advising a PHEIC declaration may even suggest that, while she was
determined to follow the recommendations of the EC, she disagreed with their assessment of the

situation. In lieu of a mechanism to bypass the EC, Dr. Chan’s final IHR EC closed with a “no.”

Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus: The second PHEIC DG

The 2017 election of the successor to Director-General Margaret Chan was competitive,
split between three highly-qualified candidates. While Dr. Tedros Ghebreyesus of Ethiopia and
Dr. David Nabarro of the UK focused on the importance of universal healthcare in their
candidacy platforms and shied away from addressing the WHO’s global standing, Dr. Sania
Nishtar, a Pakistani Cardiologist, established the reputational stakes for the WHO quite bluntly.
Speaking with the BBC in March 2017, she highlighted the importance of “regaining the WHO’s
primacy,” particularly after the heavy criticism it received in the wake of the 2014 Ebola
outbreak.”

By the time of the World Health Assembly elections in May, the other candidates had
changed their tune to reflect the reputational priorities of the WHO. In his final address prior to
the WHA vote, Dr. Ghebreyesus made specific reference to the need for the organization to be
capable of “rapidly and effectively” responding to global health emergencies.” In his acceptance
speech the same day, Ghebreyesus promised a more “effective, efficient and accountable”
version of the WHO,” expressing interest in reforming the organization and emphasizing the
necessity of “urgency” in global health emergency response (while also appealing to member

nations to better-equip the WHO via increased funding).”® Having achieved an overwhelming
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majority with 133 of 185 possible votes, Ghebreyesus did not shy away from claiming a

mandate, arguing that it granted him “legitimacy” heading into his first term.”

Frustration: Building Up to a Major Change

True to his word, the new DG quickly showed the responsiveness he had promised. On
May 8, 2018, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) declared an outbreak of Ebola in
Equateur Province, noting 34 suspected cases and 18 deaths.”” The first IHR EC for the outbreak
met just 10 days later on May 18, 2018, prompting praise and positive comparison to the
failures of 2014 Ebola.” It was the first and only time that this IHR EC met, as they did not
recommend a PHEIC for the Equateur outbreak and did not see fit to revisit the matter, partially
owing to the successful deployment of the first ever vaccines for Zaire ebolavirus.'®

Just three months later, a second Ebola outbreak was reported to the WHO, this time from
the opposite side of the DRC in North Kivu Province.'®! 77 days later, the IHR EC for the Kivu
Ebola outbreak met for the first time, choosing not to recommend a PHEIC.'” Two more

meetings came and went in April and June of 2019, still without recommending a PHEIC.'%*'%
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Nearly a full year after the outbreak began, the IHR EC finally recommended a PHEIC
declaration at their fourth meeting on July 17, 2019, having delayed the declaration by 277 days
past the first meeting.'®” By this point, criticism of the WHO had been building, with experts
describing the decision to repeatedly delay the declaration as “baffl[ing] and bewilder[ing],”
noting obvious comparisons to the delays regarding Ebola 2014.'%

Ghebreyesus pushed back against critiques of the 2018 Kivu Ebola EC, noting that the
WHO had already mobilized resources, and some experts argued that, until this point, the
usefulness of the PHEIC in this case could have been limited.'”” The outbreak was greatly
complicated by the extreme political dynamics and near-constant conflict in the eastern
provinces of the DRC where the cases were concentrated, including attacks on aid workers
motivated by intense distrust.'” While the WHO did not suffer the same kind of backlash that it
had during Ebola 2014, the delays of the EC had opened the door for a familiar critique of
unresponsiveness that Ghebreyesus had explicitly promised to address when he took office.

In December of the same year, reports of a new respiratory illness spreading in the city of
Wuhan, China, started to make their way to the WHO. On December 31, 2019, the Chinese
government officially reported a cluster of pneumonia of unknown cause to the WHO, isolating
and identifying the offending pathogen 10 days later as a new, novel coronavirus.'” A novel
SARS coronavirus with zoonotic origins, spreading through China? — this was nearly as close to
a rehash of SARS 2002, the disease that had inspired the PHEIC in the first place, as could be.

In 2018, the R&D blueprint team of the WHO had begun using a new term, “Disease X,”

to refer to the hypothetical next “unknown, novel pathogen,” that would emerge and cause a
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pandemic.''® The newly emerging SARS-CoV-2, the virus that caused COVID-19, met the

criteria of this Disease X nearly perfectly, with 282 confirmed cases in four different countries by

January 20, 2020,"" and many more suspected:
Disease X, we said back then, would likely result from a virus originating in animals and
would emerge somewhere on the planet where economic development drives people and
wildlife together. Disease X would probably be confused with other diseases early in the
outbreak and would spread quickly and silently; exploiting networks of human travel and
trade, it would reach multiple countries and thwart containment. Disease X would have a
mortality rate higher than a seasonal flu but would spread as easily as the flu. It would

shake financial markets even before it achieved pandemic status.'"?

As the COVID-19 outbreak started to look more and more like a shoe-in for a PHEIC
declaration, DG Ghebreyesus took swift action, convening the first IHR EC meeting on January
23, 2020, a mere 23 days after the first notification from China.'”® By this point the WHO was
reporting 557 suspected cases in 4 countries, but in response to the outbreak of a novel
SARS-type coronavirus quickly spreading internationally, the EC decided not to recommend a
PHEIC, and instead wait for more information out of China.!** One week and 11,500 new cases
across a total of 18 countries later, the EC recommended that COVID-19 become a PHEIC.'"®

This 7-day delay in the world’s response to the coming pandemic may or may not have
had a meaningful impact on the material handling of the disease, but the reputational

consequences were immense. A rumor propagated by the German magazine Der Speigel claimed
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that Chinese President Xi Jinping had called Ghebreyesus directly and requested he delay the
process.''® The WHO vehemently denied these accusations,'” but the rumor had spread too far.
This claim quickly became a cornerstone of the Trump administration’s attacks on the WHO''®
under Ghebreyesus’ leadership until the U.S. finally exited the WHO in January of 2026.'"
WHO insiders at the time reported that the DG was “obviously frustrated,” by this pushback, and

by the placement of the organization in between Trump’s ongoing feud with China.'*’

Sidebar: The Evolving Function of the EC

Up until and including the COVID-19 pandemic, the WHO DG had always followed the
advice of the IHR EC. Under Dr. Chan’s leadership, the matter of a PHEIC had always been
decided at the first EC meeting, but under Ghebreyesus, something had shifted. One possibility is
that Ghebreyesus simply sent crises to IHR ECs so much more quickly than in the past that
committee members could not be as sure of the state of the outbreak in question. Another
possibility could be that in the 20 years since the IHR (2005) came into effect, experts gained
experience by serving in IHR ECs again and again, and developed a different way of thinking
about the process. In general, the ECs that Ghebreyesus had called up until this point were
generally more experienced than those Dr. Chan had been able to call upon (measured by
proportion of members with prior EC experience), which could be attributable to the fact that
there had simply been more past ECs by the time Ghebreyesus took the reins.

Whatever the reason, Ghebreyesus’ first term as DG was the first point since 2007 that
the IHR ECs were a major point of delay. Kivu Ebola marked the first time that an EC had
declined to recommend a PHEIC in its first meeting only to do so later, with COVID-19 marking

the second instance less than a year after. Despite his best efforts to hasten responses, the WHO
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under Ghebreyesus was fielding new accusations of sluggishness and unnecessary delay, now
because of the ECs themselves. Where they had been essentially a yes-or-no final filter under
Chan, the ECs had now become a real institutional bottleneck, standing in the way of change.

During Margaret Chan’s tenure, there may have been moments where she wished to act
against the advice of the ECs she called, though she never actually did. After the EC declined to
recommend a PHEIC at the first meeting called to evaluate the 2016 Yellow Fever outbreak, Dr.
Chan seemed to respond with frustration, publishing an opinion-piece press release calling for a
coordinated international response to the crisis.'?! Still, her decisions were always couched in the
approval process of the IHR EC. Dr. Chan had stated in interviews that the MERS outbreak in
2012 was her “greatest concern” and ““a threat to the entire world,”'** yet in her official statement
after the first meeting of its EC, “agreed... that the situation is of great concern, although it does
not constitute a public health emergency at this time.”'*

For most of his tenure Ghebreyesus, too, had at the very least justified no-declarations
through the advice of the ECs, perhaps truly believing that he was fully beholden to their
recommendation (or lack thereof) in determining a PHEIC. After the refusal to recommend a
PHEIC at the first EC meeting for COVID-19 for instance, Ghebreyesus posted statements
across his social media accounts that both defended the WHO and placed the responsibility for
the decision on the inability of the EC to come to a decision:

I am not declaring the new #coronavirus outbreak a public health emergency of

international concern today. The Emergency Committee was divided over whether the

outbreak represents a PHEIC. This is an emergency in China, but it has not yet become a

global health emergency. This should not be taken as a sign that @WHO does not think

the situation is serious. WHO is following this new #coronavirus outbreak every minute
of every day, at country, regional and global level. I will not hesitate to reconvene the

committee at a moment’s notice if needed.'**
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MPox 2022

In May 2022, with the COVID-19 pandemic still ongoing, clusters of infections caused
by the Mpox virus (originally referred to as Monkeypox) were discovered in the U.K., linked to
individuals who had recently traveled to West Africa.'”® Cases were soon identified in the U.S.,'*
as well as across Europe.'?”” Alarm-bells immediately rung, as Mpox is usually endemic to
Western and Central Africa, and had not previously been known to spread among the countries
now exhibiting the largest number of cases.'*® The particular Mpox virus spreading during the
2022 outbreak was identified as Clade IIb, a less-deadly strain than Clade Ib that would
eventually cause the 2024 outbreak in Central Africa.'”

Mpox was characterized quite early on for the manner by which it was often spreading:
among circles of LGBTQ people, primarily among gay, bisexual, and other
men-who-have-sex-with-men (MSM)."** A level of sensitivity developed around the disease’s
public perception, specifically regarding how to handle the disease without creating even more
stigmatization than already existed for those populations most affected by the outbreak."''*
Ghebreyesus again acted quickly, convening the first IHR EC for Mpox 2022 on June 25, just 36

days after the announcement of the outbreak in Europe.'*
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Yet again an [HR EC called to advise Ghebreyesus had refused to recommend a PHEIC
at the first meeting. This marked the fourth time this had occurred, out of four ECs overall. For
the first time, however, the EC statements regarding Mpox 2022 contained detailed information
on the deliberation and reasoning behind the decision. Four drivers for the inability to
recommend a PHEIC were identified in the first meeting’s report: concerns about lack of
information regarding spread, risk, and interventions; concern about further stigmatizing those
communities most affected by the outbreak; a lack of technical information about the virus and
disease itself; and concerns about the fact that this outbreak was only declared once Mpox made
its way to Europe and the U.S., rather than the decades that it had been allowed to spread freely
in Africa.”** Strangely enough, the report also contains the first instance of an explicit definition
of PHEIC standards “an extraordinary event, which constitutes a public health risk to other
States through international transmission, and which potentially requires a coordinated
international response.”'** This decision “raised eyebrows” among a number of experts,
particularly because it seemed, from the IHR EC’s very own first-meeting-report, that the Mpox
2022 outbreak met all of the criteria to be declared a PHEIC.'*

28 days later, the EC again convened to discuss the ongoing outbreak."’” In the delay
between meetings, total case numbers had exploded from just above 3,000 to over 12,000, and
jumped from 47 countries to a total of 72 affected states.'** Even faced with these numbers, the
EC could still not come to a consensus on recommending a PHEIC declaration. Instead, the
committee delivered a set of considerations taken from those members either in support of or
opposed to the declaration, “should the WHO Director-General determine that the Multi-country
outbreak of monkeypox constitutes a PHEIC.” '¥

In this off-handed remark buried at the very end of the report, the EC had granted the DG,
for the very first time, the ability to decide to declare a PHEIC without their recommendation.

This power had existed de jure since the IHR (2005) came into effect, as the DG had always
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technically had the “final determination” in PHEIC declarations,'*’ but de facto, neither of the
post-IHR (2005) DGs had dared to overrule an EC determination. The same day that the Mpox
2022 EC met for the second time, Ghebreyesus used his newfound ability to declare the outbreak
a PHEIC.

After Mpox 2022: A True Ratchet Effect?

While the Mpox 2022 declaration was unprecedented, a single use of an exceptional
power could always turn out to be just that: an exception. For the first few years after the 2022
PHEIC, it seemed as if that might have been the case. In late 2023, a new surge of Mpox cases
started cropping up in Central Africa, this time caused by the deadlier Clade 1a and 1b viruses,
rather than Clade IIb that was still circulating as part of the ongoing Mpox 2022 outbreak.'*' It is
difficult to correctly date the beginning of the Mpox 2024 (Clade 1) outbreak compared to our
previous cases due to the way the crisis built up. While the original uptick in Clade I cases began
in September 2023 in the DRC, a country where the disease is endemic, major outbreak tracking
mostly started in January, and the first true outbreak report came from the neighboring Republic
of the Congo in April 2024.'* Regardless, this was by far the longest DG Ghebreyesus had
waited to send an emerging crisis to an IHR EC for consideration, well upwards of 100 days and
possibly even above 300 days, depending on the selected starting point. When the EC finally met
on August 14, 2024, they unanimously recommended the declaration of a PHEIC, the first such
instance during Ghebreyesus’ tenure.'*

This conservative turn and comparatively large delay from Ghebreyesus could reflect a
desire to maintain a lower profile following COVID-19, Mpox 2022, or simply in response to
pressing external political conditions. During the 2024 US presidential election, Donald Trump

had again repeated his desire to have the US exit the WHO should he win the presidency,
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repeating claims from four years prior that the WHO had intentionally delayed the COVID-19
declaration, was in the pocket of China, and so-on.'**'** For many years prior to the 2024-2025
financial year, the US had often been the single largest donor to the WHO,'*® an organization
with an already miniscule budget in comparison to its global responsibilities.'*” Given the
shortfalls the WHO was already facing,'*® Ghebreyesus’ restraint may have been an attempt to
avoid falling in the sights of the US.

Two years later, at the opening of 2026, cases of ebola disease again began to pop up in
Ituri province in the DRC, one of the areas ravaged by the 2018 Ebola outbreak.'” By May 14,
DRC testing facilities confirmed that the outbreak was caused by a filovirus, the family within
which ebolaviruses reside, but not by the Zaire ebolavirus variant that had caused the majority of
major outbreaks, including those in 2014 and 2018."*° The DRC officially declared an outbreak
on May 15 after genomic testing confirmed the presence of Bundibugyo ebolavirus.""

The WHO and DG Ghebreyesus had entered into a crossroads. With Trump having
withdrawn the US from the WHO and taken with it a sizable chunk of the organization’s funding,
Ghebreyesus’ administration now looked to the remaining donors and member states to increase
their support. The contingency fund for emergencies, the piece of the budget earmarked for the

exact sort of rapid responses necessary for major outbreaks, had declined nearly 30% by
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December 2025 compared to the year prior.'** Ghebreyesus had led Ethiopia’s foreign ministry
from 2012-2016, and had not been shy in criticizing both African and global responses to the
2014 West African Ebola outbreak.'>® He had faced two distinct Ebola outbreaks in his first term,
both of which he had sent quickly to IHR ECs for consideration, only to have them be denied for
PHEIC recommendation or delayed immensely. Unlike the two he had faced in 2018, this most
recent outbreak was caused by a less-common strain of ebolavirus, for which no effective
vaccine exists. And as disastrous as the 2014 Ebola outbreak was, it was the coordinated effort
led by the WHO in the wake of its delayed PHEIC declaration that led to the fast-tracked
development of the first Zaire Ebolavirus vaccines.'>* By May of 2026, Ghebreyesus was also
entering into the end of his second and final term as DG, knowing that his successor would be
elected just a year later in May of 2027.'% Perhaps most pressing of all from a reputational
standpoint, the 79th World Health Assembly (WHA), the venue in which Ghebreyesus would be
able to appeal directly to member nations for their support and approval, was just days away,
beginning May 18, 2026. If ever there was a time for the DG to take unprecedented action, this
was it.

Just two days after the DRC declared an outbreak and one day before the WHA began,
Ghebreyesus, without even putting together an IHR EC for consideration, declared the
Bundibugyo Ebola outbreak a PHEIC on May 17, 2026."° For the second time in four years the
WHO’s DG had made a PHEIC declaration without the recommendation of an IHR EC, for the
first time ever having exercised this capability entirely without independent review or advice.
Rather than hiding this ratchet in power, Ghebreyesus openly announced it across his social

media channels: “After having consulted the #DRC and #Uganda ... I determine that the
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epidemic constitutes [PHEIC]...”"*” At least for the foreseeable future, it appears that the WHO’s
DG has gained a new power to bypass review and expedite PHEIC declarations, avoiding the

reputational pitfalls of yet another EC delay.

Conclusion

This investigation confirms what other authors have argued — that the WHO is a political
organization — though particularly with concern to the maximization of its reputation. While the
organization is decidedly full of experts, that expertise is useless if no one trusts it, and the WHO
DGs’ behavior over the past 20 years reflects an understanding that to control the authority of the
organization is to control the way it is viewed on a global scale.

As for who the reputation matters to, it appears that through the years, criticism from the
US and other Western powers has been a sore point for DGs. Seeing as Western countries and
donors have tended to make up the majority of the WHO’s funding, it is not unreasonable to
expect that DGs would be sensitive to their concerns. Then again, many of the harshest points of
critique — those surrounding HIN1, Ebola 2014, Ebola 2018 (Kivu/Ituri) — have been either
focused on too fast of a response to disease in the West or too slow of a response to disease in
Africa, hardly the response one would expect from an entirely Western-centric organization.
Future study of the WHO’s could seek to examine how the Western-centrism or remnants of
colonialism that other authors have previously identified in the WHO’s emergency response play
into its perceived global reputation.

The next WHO DG, to be elected in May 2027, will likely face a world of global health
like nothing their predecessors ever experienced. Dr. Chan entered into her first term with a
strong mandate, seemingly a perfect pick to lead the WHO into a new era of control over global
health emergencies. Ghebreyesus, benefitting from the harsh trials of his predecessor, was able to
greatly hasten emergency response in spite of growing budgetary constraints and the pressures of
a changing world order. The next DG will inherit an organization leaned-out by the repercussions
of the US” withdrawal, and securing increased funding will be more important than ever before.
It is possible that other countries or organizations will come to be quite important to the WHO’s

function, particularly China. The destruction of USAID and related soft-power international
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investment and development programs of the US government have already begun to have
impacts which will have to be absorbed by ill-equipped local and national governments.'>*'>
Absorbing these responsibilities seems a perfect task for the world’s health agency, but without
proper funding the WHO will never have the capacity to bear this responsibility in full.

Finally, while the object of this study is not to argue for or against any particular policy of
the WHO, the question of whether bypassing the EC by the DG is “good” does present itself.
The DG of the WHO is a politician, and the PHEIC process is, regardless of independent review
(and likely even because of it'®"), a political process. The DG having the power to unilaterally
declare a PHEIC is no more “good” or “bad” than having the capacity to pick and choose which
items get sent to IHR ECs or getting to choose the IHR EC members. It is merely another tool in
their belt. Over the past 20 years, there have been major outbreaks where IHR ECs delayed
international response by refusing to recommend a PHEIC, particularly in the Kivu and Ituri
Ebola outbreak in 2018. It is possible that the ability to bypass the EC in that case, for instance,
could have benefitted the response to the outbreak. It still remains to be seen whether
Ghebreyesus’ swift action in the 2026 Ebola outbreak will play out to the benefit of those most
affected, and whether his successor will follow his lead in continuing to make the WHO more

responsive to global health emergencies.
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