Editorial

Getting ready for the next pandemic

The tragic death, disability, and chaos wrought by
the COVID-19 are fading from collective memory.
The pandemic created a global health crisis that led
to more than 7 million reported deaths, an estimated
28 million excess deaths, and profound health,
economic, and social disruption. It exposed critical
failures in pandemic preparedness and weaknesses in
social and health systems. Yet even though the risk of
pandemics is growing, the world has failed to be ready
for the next one. On Sept 21, a new Lancet Commission
report is published, The National University of Singapore
(NUS)-Lancet Pandemic Readiness through Institutions,
Mobilising Communities, and Equity (PRIME) Commission.
Launched alongside the 81st UN General Assembly and
in advance of the UN High-level Meeting on Pandemic
Prevention, Preparedness and Response, the report aims
to redefine how health can be protected before, during,
and after a pandemic.

The central tenet of the PRIME Commission is
people-centred protection, based around asking what
people and communities need and acting accordingly,
giving people the capabilities to protect themselves,
access sustain  wellbeing and livelihoods,
participate in decisions, and recover after a crisis. There
are several key messages. First, the world must move
away from traditional technical preparedness (tabletop
exercises, surveillance and laboratory strengthening,
stockpiling personal protective equipment, and
vaccine development and manufacturing) towards
a broader goal of readiness, which includes planning
for social protection, financing, legal requirements,
education, labour, food systems, and environmental

care,

governance.

Second, cooperation governments is
essential to saving millions of lives. In modelling
a hypothetical novel influenza A pandemic, the
Commissioners compared how power and national
interest drive response and mortality. They found that
an equitable approach to public health needs-based
vaccine allocation could reduce global mortality by 64%
to 212 million deaths, equivalent to 37-3 million deaths
averted.

Third, attention should focus on fixing vulnerable
systems, not “vulnerable people”. It is the inequitable
policies and actions of institutions, laws, markets,
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and governance that constrain people’s capacities.
Fourth, trust is built over time, not only through
communication, but also through institutional
legitimacy, effective leadership, and reliable services.
These principles form the basis of an improved and
more equitable approach to pandemics and health.

There has been no shortage of post-COVID-19
inquiries and reforms aimed to better prepare for the
next pandemic. The International Health Regulations
were revised while disagreements still continue about
the WHO Pandemic Agreement. This year’s UN General
Assembly will review whether progress has been
made towards the 2023 UN Political Declaration on
Pandemics, in which countries pledge to “implement
coherent and robust national, regional and global
actions, driven by science and the need to prioritize
equity and the respect for human rights to strengthen
pandemic prevention, preparedness and response, and
fully address the direct and indirect consequences of
future pandemics”.

The High-level Meeting promises to introduce yet
another new political declaration, in which (according
to a draft obtained by Health Policy Watch) countries
“restate our commitment to scale up, promote and
strengthen pandemic prevention, preparedness and
response and to translate political commitment
into concrete, measurable and urgent action”. The
text is full of language on multisectorial approaches,
cooperation, communities, and mobilising resources,
but is weak on concrete commitments. How can
"equity” and "human rights” be advanced without
specifics on how these principles could be meaningfully
achieved and assessed effectively, particularly amid the
continued erosion of Official Development Assistance
for Health and the weakening of WHO?

The NUS-Lancet PRIME Commission will not stop with
the publication of this report. It will pilot and evaluate
its approach in select countries. The Commission’s
future also offers an opportunity to begin forming a
better accountability process to help move beyond the
impasse of failed treaties and toothless declarations.
Every person deserves to be protected from avoidable
hardship and ill health. When the next pandemic comes,
we must be able to say that we have done everything
possible to be ready. M The Lancet
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For the NUS-Lancet PRIME
Commission see The Lancet
Commissions page 1211

For more on the pandemic
agreement see Editorial Lancet
2024; 403: 781

For more on the resolution
adopted by the General
Assembly see https://docs.un.
org/en/A/RES/79/333

For the draft declaration see
https://healthpolicy-watch.
news/wp-content/
uploads/2026/08/PPPR-Political-
Declaration-Final-Text-for-
Silence-Procedure.pdf
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