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pandemic — overstating the risks. But leading public-health 
researchers and practitioners agree that, so far in the cur-
rent crisis, the agency has offered leadership and acted 
according to the evidence it has received.

The WHO was notified of a cluster of pneumonia cases 
by China on 31 December, and it began an emergency-re-
sponse process the following day. Its many actions since 
then include posting and updating guidance on how to 
diagnose COVID-19, vetting diagnostic tests and distribut-
ing them around the world. The agency’s science division 
convened world experts to survey potential therapeutics. 
From this, it developed an adaptable clinical-trial protocol, 
known as SOLIDARITY, that has been launched globally. 

More recently, the WHO has set up a supply-chain man-
agement system to try to ensure that low-income countries 
are not left without tests, medical equipment or protective 
gear for health workers — given the fierce competition for 
these limited resources.

The WHO declared a public health emergency of inter-
national concern, or PHEIC, on 30 January. That announce-
ment is a trigger for the agency’s member governments to 
follow its recommendations. These include establishing a 
comprehensive programme of testing, quarantining peo-
ple suspected to be infected, and tracing their contacts. 

Some countries acted quickly, including Germany, Singa-
pore and South Korea. But the United States is among those 
that has not followed these particular recommendations. 
Even now, it does not have a national infrastructure for 
testing for the virus, nor for tracing the contacts of those 
infected with it.

In early March, WHO director-general Tedros Adhanom 
Ghebreyesus pleaded with the world when he said: “You 
can’t fight a virus if you don’t know where it is. That means 
robust surveillance to find, isolate, test and treat every 
case, to break the chains of transmission.” 

But the Trump administration chose not to follow the 
WHO’s advice. Instead, influential lawmakers have been 
calling for an investigation into the WHO’s actions, claim-
ing that the agency was too slow to sound the alarm and too 
deferential to the Chinese government. At the same time, 
they are implicating the WHO in wider questions being 
directed at China’s government. These include that China 
could have acted more quickly to lock down in the days 
after the first outbreak, and that public officials withheld 
important information. Such questions must be asked of 
China, but they are not for the WHO — which acts at the 
behest of governments — to answer. And they are not 
reasons to de-fund the agency.

It is, of course, crucial that lessons are learnt from all 
stages of this pandemic. Once it is over, there will be many 
national and international investigations and inquiries — 
including the WHO’s own — and these will uncover what 
went right, what went wrong and what could have been 
done better. It is always tough to operate in a pandemic, 
and tougher still when essential cooperation between gov-
ernments is at a low ebb. Such inquiries will be an oppor-
tunity to improve and to grow. They are not a reason to 
undermine or attack. 

This pandemic needs the world to follow a coordinated 

Freezing World 
Health Organization 
funding is dangerous
Researchers everywhere must challenge 
Donald Trump’s undermining of the global 
health agency.

A
mid the biggest global health crisis in a century, 
it is dangerous to hurt the one intergovern-
mental agency most able to guide the world 
out of it. But that is precisely what happened 
this week.

On the orders of President Donald Trump, the United 
States, one of the key founding members of — and the 
largest donor to — the World Health Organization (WHO), 
announced its intention to freeze its funding for the agency, 
pending a review of WHO actions during the coronavirus 
pandemic. The review could last for up to three months.

Trump’s administration has been increasingly critical 
of the agency, which for months has guided the world in 
how to tackle the deadly coronavirus. That work — and the 
WHO’s other life-saving interventions around the world 
— will be at risk if the agency loses its US funding, which 
amounted to nearly US$900 million for 2018–19. 

It isn’t yet clear whether the White House can with-
hold this funding — especially the portion that has been 
approved by the US Congress — and if so, how much it 
can keep back. But even talk of doing so in the middle of a 
global health and economic crisis cannot be condemned 
strongly enough. 

De-funding the WHO is especially dangerous for those 
low-income countries in which the agency’s work is crucial 
to maintaining standards of public-health infrastructure, 
and also to tackling killer diseases. The WHO’s epidemi-
ologists, clinicians and logistics personnel are right now 
overseeing more than 35 emergency operations, includ-
ing a measles outbreak in the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo and a cholera outbreak in Yemen. 

On top of its emergency operations, the WHO handles 
ongoing efforts to treat tuberculosis and diabetes; erad-
icate polio; and study tropical diseases. This is all on an 
annual budget of roughly $2.4 billion. Of this, the WHO’s 
emergency-response budget is approximately $280 mil-
lion. By contrast, the agency that tackles public-health 
emergencies in the United States — the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention — has a total budget of around 
$12.7 billion this year. 

Finding the balance
A pandemic is always a big test for the WHO. In previous 
health emergencies, the agency has been criticized for act-
ing too slowly, or — in the case of the 2009 H1N1 influenza 
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The 
pandemic 
has taught 
the world a 
sharp lesson 
in what 
happens 
when there 
is a swift 
economic 
shock.”

emissions and through green new deals. This work must 
not be undone. 

But a greener post-pandemic future cannot come at the 
expense of livelihoods — particularly those of the lowest 
paid and those in developing countries. The United Nations 
is forecasting that a drop in demand from high-income 
nations means that low- and middle-income countries will 
lose hundreds of billions of dollars in export earnings in 
2020. Without urgent research and action, many of these 
countries are looking at vast numbers of their citizens 
staying out of work. 

Polluter pays
Fortunately, there’s one action that could contribute to 
easing some of the coming hardships and, at the same 
time, ensure that development continues on a sustain-
able path. After the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, developed 
nations pledged to help developing nations with research 
and development and with green financing. This wasn’t aid 
so much as an application of the ‘polluter pays’ principle. 
Many of the richer countries had recognized that their 
actions had caused climate change. And they agreed that 
they had a responsibility to fund less-developed countries, 
both to help those nations become more resilient to the 
effects of global warming, and so that those countries 
could continue to develop, albeit in greener ways.

A decade ago, developed countries pledged to channel 
US$100 billion annually to developing nations in climate 
finance by 2020. But — as we reported in September (Nature 
573, 328–331; 2019) — only $71 billion reached its destina-
tion in 2017, and this was mostly in loans, not grants. In the 
context of today’s bailouts, these are not onerous sums. 
Worldwide, some $2.4 trillion a year will be needed for 
the next 15 years just to transform energy systems to keep 
global temperatures from exceeding 1.5 °C above pre-in-
dustrial levels. As the economic crisis deepens, more loans 
are being offered by multilateral lending agencies. But 
loans are no substitute for the failure to keep past promises. 

It’s unfortunate that the next Conference of the  
Parties to the UN’s climate convention — due to take place 
in Glasgow, UK, in November — has had to be postponed, 
because this is where developed nations would have been 
reminded of their obligations. However, in the spirit of cur-
rent work-pattern adjustments, this meeting — or at least 
preparations for it — could still take place virtually. The 
coming economic stimulus packages must include finance 
for greener development. And long-promised funding for 
developing countries must also be made good.

The pandemic has taught the world a sharp lesson in 
what happens when there is a swift economic shock. A simi-
lar shock could lie ahead — as economists have long warned 
— if action is not taken to curb climate change. The Inter-
national Monetary Fund is projecting that growth in most 
countries is likely to bounce back in 2021 if lockdowns do 
not persist. But the world might not be so resilient should 
such a shock result from extreme climate events, or rising 
sea levels.

That is why greener forms of growth must remain a  
priority. But development must be equitable, too.

plan, covering decisions including how and when lock-
downs are to be relaxed. It is extraordinary that more than 
three months into the outbreak, such a plan is nowhere to 
be seen. On 19 April, the health ministers of the G20 group 
of nations met virtually. They must put such a plan in place. 
The best hope of achieving that is for all nations to work 
with the WHO and other international agencies. 

It is right that researchers, funders and governments 
have been protesting against Trump’s decision, and they 
must continue to do so in the strongest terms. Those in 
the United States must also lobby their lawmakers at every 
level. The president and his administration must not with-
hold funding from the WHO. Doing so will place more lives 
at risk and ensure that the world takes longer to emerge 
from this crisis. 

Nearly 70 years ago, the United States was instrumental 
in helping to establish the WHO. Nations realized that they 
needed such an agency in part because they couldn’t tackle 
pandemics by acting alone. It is a sad indictment of the state 
of our world that the agency is now having to fight for its 
future while doing the job it was created to do.

We need to support the WHO so it is at its strongest, not 
undermine it at such a crucial hour.

Climate action and 
poverty alleviation 
go hand-in-hand
The world urgently needs a post-pandemic 
consensus on tackling climate change. 

F
or the first time since its inception 50 years ago, 
this year’s Earth Day, on 22 April, will coincide 
with the fleeting prospect of a lower carbon 
footprint, as the fastest economic slowdown the 
world has ever seen has grounded transport and 

closed workplaces. 
The ‘new normal’ — as some are calling it — also comes 

at huge social and economic cost. As Nature went to press, 
the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus had taken more than 170,000 
lives, a number that will continue to rise. And the pan-
demic has also precipitated an unprecedented economic 
shock. Worldwide, tens of millions have been made unem-
ployed. For now, governments are rightly focusing on 
spending trillions of dollars to keep health-care systems 
functioning, to pay for rising welfare costs and to support 
companies to prevent more workers losing their jobs.

But, at the same time, many carbon-intensive industries 
in coal, oil and gas are queuing up for bailouts. Govern-
ments need to resist. Before the pandemic, momentum 
was building towards decarbonization — for example, 
through commitments from governments on net-zero 
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