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ABOUT WHITE BLACK LEGAL

White Black Legal — The Law Journal is an open-access, peer-reviewed, and refereed legal
journal established to provide a scholarly platform for the examination and discussion of
contemporary legal issues. The journal is dedicated to encouraging rigorous legal research,

critical analysis, and informed academic discourse across diverse fields of law.

The journal invites contributions from law students, researchers, academicians, legal
practitioners, and policy scholars. By facilitating engagement between emerging scholars and
experienced legal professionals, White Black Legal seeks to bridge theoretical legal research

with practical, institutional, and societal perspectives.

In a rapidly evolving social, economic, and technological environment, the journal endeavours
to examine the changing role of law and its impact on governance, justice systems, and society.
White Black Legal remains committed to academic integrity, ethical research practices, and the

dissemination of accessible legal scholarship to a global readership.
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AIM & SCOPE

The aim of White Black Legal — The Law Journal is to promote excellence in legal research
and to provide a credible academic forum for the analysis, discussion, and advancement of
contemporary legal issues. The journal encourages original, analytical, and well-researched

contributions that add substantive value to legal scholarship.

The journal publishes scholarly works examining doctrinal, theoretical, empirical, and
interdisciplinary perspectives of law. Submissions are welcomed from academicians, legal
professionals, researchers, scholars, and students who demonstrate intellectual rigour,

analytical clarity, and relevance to current legal and policy developments.

The scope of the journal includes, but is not limited to:
e Constitutional and Administrative Law
e Criminal Law and Criminal Justice
e Corporate, Commercial, and Business Laws
e Intellectual Property and Technology Law
e International Law and Human Rights
e Environmental and Sustainable Development Law
e Cyber Law, Artificial Intelligence, and Emerging Technologies

e Family Law, Labour Law, and Social Justice Studies

The journal accepts original research articles, case comments, legislative and policy analyses,
book reviews, and interdisciplinary studies addressing legal issues at national and international
levels. All submissions are subject to a rigorous double-blind peer-review process to ensure

academic quality, originality, and relevance.

Through its publications, White Black Legal — The Law Journal seeks to foster critical legal
thinking and contribute to the development of law as an instrument of justice, governance, and
social progress, while expressly disclaiming responsibility for the application or misuse of

published content.
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‘GLOBAL HEALTH LAW AND PANDEMIC
RESPONSE: A COMPREHENSIVE OVERVIEW’

AUTHORED BY - SIMRAN SETHI
Student, University of Law and Legal Studies (USLLS), Guru Gobind Singh Indraprastha
University, Dwarka, New Delhi

Abstract

Global health plays an important role in shaping international responses to pandemic outbursts
and the international institutions and other legal frameworks provide the necessary measures
to be taken for effective prevention, preparedness and management. This paper explores the
ever changing landscape of global health law and its importance in battling the pandemic
outbursts by focusing on key international agreements such as the International Health
Regulations (IHR) and emerging frameworks like the pandemic treaty. By examining the case
studies including that of the recent COVID-19, this paper highlights the challenges faced in
coordinating international efforts to ensure equitable access to health resources and also lays
emphasis on the geopolitical tensions which hinder the global cooperation. The paper has
further laid emphasis on the role played by World Health Organization, the need for strong
health governance structures, importance of digital health initiatives and accessibility of
vaccines worldwide. Ultimately, the paper underscores the need for comprehensive reforms in
global health laws in order to ensure a unified, resilient and equity-based approach to future

health emergencies.

Keywords: Pandemic Response, Health, Global Health Emergency, Vaccines, COVID-19,

International Organizations, Health Equity.

Introduction
Pandemics have been an ever green threat to human health, society and economic stability
across the world. From the devastation caused by Spanish Flu in 1918 to the recent challenged
posed by COVID-19 Pandemic, the pandemics have highlighted the vulnerability of the global
populations to infectious diseases. As pathogens transcend borders with their unprecedented

speed, the need for a coordinated global response has become more important than ever.
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The global health law serves as a basis for pandemic preparedness and response. It provides
the legal mechanisms that guides the world to prevent, detect and manage health crisis.
International organisations like the World Health Organization (WHO), United Nations and its
specialised agencies play a very significant role in formulating and ensuring implementation
of these mechanisms. However, despite the advances, significant gaps still persist in ensuring

efficiency and resilience during pandemics.'

This paper highlights the challenges in global pandemic response by focusing on key
international organizations and case studies. It examines the important legal frameworks that
underpin pandemic management and evaluates the barriers to effective implementation.
Additionally it highlights the lessons learned from past pandemics and provides actionable
recommendations for strengthening global health governance. As the world faces the dual
burden of recovering from recent COVID-19 and also for preparing for future pandemics, this
paper highlights the importance of solidarity , resource distribution and robust health systems
at the global level. By learning from the failures and successes of the past, the international

community can build a more resilient global health architecture for the future.?

Frameworks governing Global Health Law

1. World Health Organization (WHO)

The WHO is the leading body for administrating international public health and is a
specialised agency of United Nations. Established in 1948, its objective has been to
ensure the highest attainable standard of health for all. It focuses on developing global
health standards and issues guidelines on areas such as disease control, vaccination and
strengthening of global health systems by ensuring and facilitating cooperation among
the member states and other stakeholders.’

The World Health Assembly adopted the International Health Regulations in 2005,
which is a legally binding document aimed at prevention, detection and issuing

response to public health threats of international concern.*

! Lawrence O. Gostin, Global Health Law (Harvard Univ. Press 2014).

22 K.J. Thaker, Law, Policy and Enforcement Challenges in Health Regime with Special Reference to Pandemic
(COVID-19): Lessons Learnt, ILI Law Review (Special Issue 2020)

3 Adam Kamradt-Scott, Managing Global Health Security: The World Health Organization and Disease Qutbreak
Control (Palgrave Macmillan 2015).

4 Constitution of the World Health Organization, July 22, 1946, 14 U.N.T.S. 185.
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2. United Nations’ specialised agencies
The UN, via its various agencies, contributes towards global health by addressing the
broader determinants of health and coordinates the international responses.
Some of the relevant agencies include:
United Nations children’s Fund (UNICEF): Focuses on child health and immunization
programs.’
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP): Supports health initiatives as a part
of sustainable development efforts.°
Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS): works to combat
HIV/AIDS and ensures access to treatment.”
United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) and United Nations Security Council
(UNSC): engages in policy making and resolutions that address health as a security

1ssue.

3. International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC).
The IFRC is a worldwide humanitarian aid organization that facilitates assistance at the
time of emergencies including during the pandemics. It takes up community initiatives

related to health security to support health programs at the grassroot levels.?®

4. GAVI- the vaccine alliance:
This alliance works to improve upon the access to vaccines in low-income countries,
strengthening the health and immunization system of countries. It negotiates for the
procurement and distribution agreements with manufacturers and governments which

is crucial for equitable distribution of vaccines before, during and after the pandemics.’

5. The World Bank and International Monetary Fund
Although primarily they are financial institutions but they play a role in securing global

health by funding various health oriented programs and influence the national health

5 United Nations Children’s Fund, The State of the World’s Children 2021: On My Mind—Promoting, Protecting
and Caring for Children’s Mental Health (2021)

6 United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report 2021/2022: Uncertain Times, Unsettled
Lives (2022).

7 Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS, Global AIDS Update 2023: The Path That Ends AIDS (2023).
8 International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, World Disasters Report 2020: Come Heat or
High Water (2020).

® Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, Annual Progress Report 2023 (2024).

Page | 231


http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/

www.whiteblacklegal.co.in
Volume 3 Issue 9 | Aug 2026 ISSN: 2581-8503

budgets.!”

Case Studies

The global pandemics have tested the persistence of international systems, national
governments and the local communities. The following case studies of major pandemics of the
past offer valuable insights into the successes and failures of the global responses towards the

same. Below are the key examples:

1. Spanish Flu (1918-19)

Overview: this was caused by the HIN1 Influenza virus and infected abput 500 million
people and killed about 50 million people globally. This pandemic occurred after the
first world war and was marked by limited medical technology and with the absence of
coordinated global response mechanisms.

Global response: this included quarantines, mask mandate and social distancing as a
part of public health measures but these were not implemented uniformly across
countries. The efforts to understand the virus were rudimentary due to limited scientic
knoledge and technology.

Outcome: the pandemic ended eventually when the populations developed immunity

towards it but this highlighted the lack of rpreparedness and coordination.!!

2. Severe Acute Respiratory syndrome (SARS) (2002-03)
Overview: this was caused by the SARS-CoV Coronavirus. It spread aross 26 countries
and infected about 8000 people. This outbreak was originally originated in Guangdong,
China and quickly escalated due to international travels.'?
Global response: the World Health Organization (WTO) played a signifcant role in
coordinating global response by issuing travel advisories and mobilizing resources.
Furthermore, rapid ssequencing of the virus enabled diagnosic tests and informed
public health strategies. Countries like singapore, canda implemented aggressive
contact tracing and isolation.

Outcome: SARS was successfully contained within an year and marked a major success

10 International Monetary Fund, World Economic Outlook: Recovery During a Pandemic (2021).

11 John M. Barry, The Great Influenza: The Story of the Deadliest Pandemic in History (2004).

12 World Health Organization, Consensus Document on the Epidemiology of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome
(SARS) (2003).
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in having a well-planned global action. The International Health Regulations (IHR)

were revised in 2005 to improve global health emergency responses.

3. HINI Influenza Pandemic (2009)

Overview: this was caused by a novel HINT1 influenza strain and this pandemic affected
millions of people globally. The World Health Organization declared a Public Health
Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC).

Global Response: vaccines were developed within months, showcasing the potential of
modern science. However distribution inequities were witnessed as the wealthier
countries secured majority of the vaccines which left lower-income nations
underserved."

Outcome: the pandemic ended in the year 2010 with many countries incorporating
pandemic plans as a part of their public health strategies. This pandemic highlighted
the need for equitable access to vaccines the necessity of fair vaccine distribution

systems and of other medical supplies across the globe.

4. Ebola Virus Outbreak (12014-16)

The Ebola Outbreak in West Africa affected Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone and
resulted in more than thirty thousand cases and eleven thousand deaths. The spread was
escalated by weak health systems and delayed responses.

Global response: the. World Health Organization and other International institutions
collectively mobilized emergency funds and sent health works in the affected regions.
The rVSV-ZEBOV vaccines was developed and deployed under emergency use
protocols.!*

Outcome: the outbreak was contained but only after a significant loss of lifes had taken
place as well as economic disruptions. This outbreak highlighted the need for
strengthening health systems in vulnerable regions and value of rapid vaccines

development and its deployment as well.'>

13 World Health Organization, Pandemic (HIN1) 2009—Update 112 (2010).

14 World Health Organization, Ebola Virus Disease (Fact Sheet, 2023).

15 Lawrence O. Gostin & Eric A. Friedman, 4 Retrospective and Prospective Analysis of the West African Ebola
Virus Disease Epidemic: Robust National Health Systems at the Foundation and an Empowered WHO at the
Apex, 385 Lancet 1902 (2015).
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5. COVID-19 (2019-21)
Overview: the recent COVID-19 pandemic caused by SARS-COV-2 has become one

of the most adverse pandemics in modern history which caused millions of deaths and
widespread economic losses globally.'®

Global response: this pandemic was declared as Public Health Emergency of
International concern by WHO, which initiated coordinated global efforts, public health
measures and information sharing. The rapid development of COVID-19 vaccines
under initiatves like COVAX aimed at ensuring equitable vaccines distributiion world
wide. Countries adopted varying strategies consisting of frequent lockdowns, mask
mandates, and mass vaccination campaigns. Digital tools were used for contract tracing
and data analysis.!”

Challenges: despite the efforts, inequity in vaccines access, misinformation spread

through social media and prolonged disruptions in global supply chains were witnessed.

The global health plays an important role in managing pandemics but as is clearly
understandable from the abovementioned case studies that significant reforms are necessary to
address gaps in equity, enforcement and governance. It has led to realising the importance of
global solidarity and the neccessity to foster public trust, clear communication durng times of

health crisis and the role of innovation in escalating vaccine and therapeutic developments.

The decision of the World Health Assembly on making amendments to the International health
Regulations (IHR) and its concrete commitments upon completing negotiations on global
pandemic agreement by 2025 is a positive step in the right direction which promises

strengthened global preparedness and surveillance.

Challenges in Global Health Frameworks and Pandemic Response

The global pandemic responses have a lot of gaps that lead to ineffective management and
containment. These challenges arise form economic, political, technical and social factors in

addition to the challenges in overall health systems and governance frameworks.

16 World Health Organization, Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) Pandemic (2020)
17 Roojin Habibi et al., Do Not Violate the International Health Regulations During the COVID-19 Outbreak, 395
Lancet 664 (2020).
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Below is an overview of the challenges:

1.

Inequitable access to resources:

High income countries often secure the majority of the medical resources that leaves
the low and middle income countries with limited access to the same. This causes
disparities in vaccine and treatment disparities. The weak health infrastructure in many
countries causes impediments in distribution of essential supplies and medical care.
Moreover, the global chain supply disruptions lead to delays in production and

distribution in the vaccines and other necessary equipments.'®

Insufficient global governance:

Lack of coherence among the international organizations and other important
stakeholders causes fragmented coordination. Absence of the legal binding
enforcement behind international provisions and the geopolitical tensions among

various countries lead to weakening of the global governance'’

Weak surveillance and early detection
Due to the delayed reporting, inadequate data sharing and underfunded surveillance
systems, the pandemics responses take longer than they should, which eventually

causes severe casualties globally.

Economic Constraints

Insufficient financial resources limit the ability of many countries to implement proper
pandemic responses. As the pandemic responses involve frequent lockdowns, travel
restrictions, closure of businesses etc, this in turn causes stress on the economy and

limits the capacity to invest in the health systems.*°

Public Misinformation and Distrust
Social media has the tendency to amplify the spread of false information, leading to

vaccine hesitancy and non-compliance with health measures. Additionally, cultural,

18 Gian Luca Burci & Jakob Quirin, COVID-19, WHO, and the Limits of International Health Law, 114 Am. J.
Int’l L. 470 (2020).

1 Devi Sridhar, Preventable: The Inside Story of How Leadership Failures, Politics, and Selfishness Doomed the
COVID-19 Response (Viking 2022).

20 ' World Bank, World Development Report 2022: Finance for an Equitable Recovery (2022).
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political or religious beliefs also lead to resistance against the scientifically

recommended health measures.?!

6. Political and Bureaucratic Challenges
Lack of political will, delays in action, varied approaches across countries causing
confusion and over-centralization are some of the reasons which lead to inconsistent

actions and ineffective global responses.

7. Technological and Logistic Barriers
Developing and scaling up the production of vaccines and treatments in real time is a
significant challenge. In addition to this, fulfilling the requirements of cold chain is also
difficult specially in resource-limited settings. Shortage of healthcare professionals,
limited hospital beds and diagnostic facilities impede effective and robust pandemic

management.

8. Ethical and Human Rights Issues
Measures like lockdowns and mandatory vaccinations raise concerns about individual’s
liberty, mental health and human rights. Vulnerable populations including the refugees,
marginalized often face barriers to accessing healthcare. Prioritizing national interests
over international needs undermines collective efforts and lead to vaccine

nationalism.*?

9. Emerging Pathogens and Unpredictable Threats

New and emerging pathogens often lack vaccines or treatments and create novel
challenges for containment. Increased human-animal interactions dure to deforestation
and rapid urbanization heighten the risk of zoonotic diseases. Rapid viral evolution
complicates the vaccine efficacy and treatment strategies.

Other challenges include the environmental factors and climate change which
contributes to the spread of vector-borne diseases like malaria and dengue. Pandemics
occurring simultaneously with natural disasters strain resources and hinder coordinated

responses.

2! Sridhar Venkatapuram & John-Arne Rettingen, Global Health Governance and the Pandemic Treaty Debate,
401 Lancet 1457 (2023).

22 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 14: The Right to the Highest
Attainable Standard of Health, U.N. Doc. E/C.12/2000/4 (Aug. 11, 2000).
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Recommendations

Addressing the challenges require an inclusive, well-coordinated and scientific driven
approach. The global community as a whole, can better prepare for future health crisis by

learning from past and closing systemic gaps.?

By prioritising strengthening global governance via establishing binding agreements, investing
in health systems to create robust infrastructure to improve resilience, ensuring fair distribution
of vaccines and resources, fostering multidisciplinary collaborations by engaging all the
stakeholders can aid in efficient pandemic response and preparedness. Furthermore, by
developing transparent, science-based communication strategies to counter misinformation and
promote public trust, enhancing research and innovation by investing in rapid diagnostic,
therapeutic and vaccine development platforms and focusing on building a robust surveillance
system at global and national level for early detection and response can go a long way in

ensuring efficient preparedness and response to the future pandemics.>*

Conclusion
Global pandemics are one of the most challenging threats to public health, economic stability
and security in today’s modern world. The learnings from the past highlight the need for well-
coordinated and efficient strategies that are science-driven to mitigate the impacts of these
crisis. The international organisations like World Health Organization, World Trade
Organization play a major role but due to fragmented governance, weak health systems and

inequitable resource distribution undermine the global efforts.

The recent COVID-19 Pandemic in particular, highlighted the significance of global solidarity
and scientific innovation. It also emphasized upon the interdependence of the nations on each

other in this globalised world.

Addressing the challenges has therefore become increasingly important due to globalisation
and emergence of new pathogens and novel mutations of older ones. Fostering public trust by
combating misinformation, promoting community engagement, ensuring equitable access to

vaccines and essential supplies are some the methods to ensure preparedness at the grassroot

2 Independent Panel for Pandemic Preparedness and Response, COVID-19: Make It the Last Pandemic (2021).
24 World Health Organization, Strengthening WHO Preparedness for and Response to Health Emergencies, WHA
Res. 74.7 (May 31, 2021).
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levels.

At the end, a wholesome approach that ensures equity, innovation and collaboration is
prerequisite for safeguarding public health and in ensuring swift and effective response to
pandemics. The stakes are too high to ignore and the global health safety urges for a sustained

commitment and collective action from stakeholders across the world.
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