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The health security of Europe is increasingly 
threatened by communicable diseases, natural 
disasters and large-scale accidents, conflicts, 
complex emergencies and climate change. 
Recent health crises such as avian influenza and 
the threat of a human influenza pandemic, the 
heat-wave of 2003 and armed conflict in south-
eastern Europe have brought these threats into 
focus.

This publication reviews the lessons learned in 
tackling these threats. Although the health sector 
takes the lead in health security, health threats 
are multisectoral so it must also collaborate 
with and guide the responses of other sectors. 
As the lead agency of the United Nations Inter-
Agency Standing Committee Global Health 
Cluster, WHO’s function is to promote effective 
partnerships with others, be they governments, 
international organizations, civil society or 
the private sector. Together they can help the 
Member States of the WHO European Region 
prepare to prevent and mitigate future health 
security crises.

Targeted at policy-makers, this publication offers 
guidance on how the international community 
can apply the lessons learned to future threats, 
emphasizing the importance of preparing health 
systems for future challenges.
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Abstract

This discussion paper examines recent threats to health security in the WHO European Region from 
communicable diseases, natural disasters, large-scale accidents, conflicts and complex emergencies 
and the potential future challenges from climate change. It reviews the lessons learned from past 
experience, the new framework offered by the revised International Health Regulations (2005), the need 
for strengthening health systems to manage crises and the importance of international partnerships for 
health security.

Keywords 
SECURITY MEASURES
DISEASE OUTBREAKS
NATURAL DISASTERS
EMERGENCIES
WAR
RISK ASSESSMENT – TRENDS
COMMUNICATION
DELIVERY OF HEALTH CARE – ORGANIZATION AND ADMINISTRATION
INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION

ISBN 978 92 890 2198 2

Address requests about publications of the WHO Regional Office for Europe to:
 Publications
 WHO Regional Office for Europe
 Scherfigsvej 8
 DK-2100 Copenhagen Ø, Denmark
Alternatively, complete an online request form for documentation, health information, or for permission 
to quote or translate, on the Regional Office web site (http://www.euro.who.int/pubrequest).

© World Health Organization 2007
All rights reserved. The Regional Office for Europe of the World Health Organization welcomes requests 
for permission to reproduce or translate its publications, in part or in full.

The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication do not imply the 
expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the World Health Organization concerning the legal 
status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its 
frontiers or boundaries. Where the designation “country or area” appears in the headings of tables, it 
covers countries, territories, cities, or areas. Dotted lines on maps represent approximate border lines 
for which there may not yet be full agreement.

The mention of specific companies or of certain manufacturers’ products does not imply that they are 
endorsed or recommended by the World Health Organization in preference to others of a similar nature 
that are not mentioned. Errors and omissions excepted, the names of proprietary products are 
distinguished by initial capital letters.

The World Health Organization does not warrant that the information contained in this publication is 
complete and correct and shall not be liable for any damages incurred as a result of its use. The views 
expressed by authors or editors do not necessarily represent the decisions or the stated policy of the 
World Health Organization.

Text editing: David Breuer and Pamela Charlton
Design concept: Lars Møller
Layout: Phoenix Design Aid
Cover photos: WHO and Scanpix
Printed in Denmark



C
Contents

�

Acknowledgements 4
Foreword	 5
Executive summary 6
1.  Introduction 8
 Discussing health and security 11
 Scope of this discussion paper 1�
2.  Threats and challenges to health security in the European Region 15
 Communicable diseases 15
 Natural and human-made disasters 24
 Conflicts and complex emergencies �6
 Potential future challenges from global changes �8
�.   A renewed framework for managing health security threats:  

the International Health Regulations (2005) 45
 National capacity 46
 Broader scope 46
 Defining a public health emergency of international concern 46
 Notification 46
 Recommendations and focal points 48
 Legally binding 48
 WHO’s role 48
4.  The way forward 49
 Lessons from past experience 49
 The regional agenda: strengthening health systems to manage crises 50
5.  Working in partnership towards health security 56
 Value added by WHO 56
 The importance of partnerships 56
 Institutional capacity 60
6.  Concluding remarks: towards health security in Europe 6�
References 65
Annex 1. Selected international initiatives with health security dimensions 72



A4
The editorial coordination team received 
 substantial input and technical contributions 
from several other technical programmes at the 
WHO Regional Office and would specifically like 
to thank the experts and main contributors 
listed below for their extensive work and for the 
 invaluable insights they provided in their 
 particular areas of work.

Directors
Gudjón Magnússon, Director, Division of Health 
Programmes
Roberto Bertollini, Director, Special Programme 
on Health and Environment
Gérard Schmets, Acting Director, Division of 
Country Health Systems

Disaster Preparedness and Response
Gerald Rockenschaub, Regional Adviser
Maria Cristina Profili, Desk Officer
Åsa Nihlen Holmblad, Project Officer
Ute Sylvia Enderlein, Emergency Health 
Coordinator
Geraldine McWeeney, Healthy Environment 
Programme Manager
Jukka Pukkila, Adviser

Vaccine Preventable Diseases and 
Immunization
Nedret Emiroglu, Regional Adviser
John Spika, Medical Officer

Communicable Disease Surveillance 
and Response
Roberta Andraghetti, Medical Officer
Caroline Sarah Brown, Technical Officer

Sexually Transmitted Infections/HIV/
AIDS
Srdan Matic, Regional Adviser
Jeffrey V. Lazarus, Advocacy and Community 
Relations Officer

Global Change and Health
Bettina Menne, Medical Officer
Tanja Wolf, Statistician

External Cooperation and 
Partnerships
Frank George, Regional Adviser
Svenja Herrmann, Associate Professional 
Officer

Hospital Services
Enrico Davoli, Technical Officer

Tuberculosis Control
Risards Zaleskis, Regional Adviser

Public Health Services
Maria Haralanova, Regional Adviser

WHO Office, Pristina
Skender Syla, National Health Policy and 
Systems Officer

Acknowledgements



A 5

Health	security	is	not	a	new	topic,	but	it	has	recently	
taken	on	a	new	urgency	for	policy-makers	and	
therefore	for	WHO.	The	WHO	Eleventh	General	
Programme	of	Work,	2006–2015,	which	sets	out	the	
broad	directions	for	the	future	work	of	WHO,	
identifies	strengthening	global	security	as	a	key	
priority,	supporting	an	integrated	approach	to	a	
society-wide	response	to	emerging	and	new	threats	
to	health,	including	disaster	and	conflict	situations.

Health	and	security	are	the	topic	of	World	Health	
Day	2007	and	the	theme	for	a	forthcoming	world	
health	report.	During	2007	–	the	year	when	the	
revised	International	Health	Regulations	enter	into	
force	–	the	focus	will	be	on	global	health	security	
and	on	risks	and	dangers	to	health	that	have	
international	dimensions.	The world health report 
2008	–	the	year	that	marks	the	60th	anniversary	of	
WHO	and	the	30th	anniversary	of	the	Declaration	
of	Alma-Ata,	the	first	international	declaration	to	
underline	the	importance	of	primary	health	care	–	
will	focus	on	primary	health	care	and	its	role	in	
strengthening	health	systems,	addressing	the	more	
personal	dimension	of	health	security.

In	the	European	Region,	a	discussion	paper	on	
health	security	was	presented	to	the	WHO	Regional	
Committee	for	Europe	at	its	fifty-sixth	session	in	
September	2006.	This	initiated	further	analysis	and	
strategic	considerations	of	how	to	support	Member	
States	in	strengthening	preparedness	measures	for	
health	threats	with	security	implications	and	to	
ensure	an	effective	and	comprehensive	health	
system	response.	The	Regional	Committee	
endorsed	six	strategic	directions	in	the	resolution	on	
the	future	of	the	Regional	Office	towards	2020,	one	
of	which	mandates	WHO	to	lead	the	international	
response	on	health	security	in	the	European	Region.

Health	security	is	an	intersectoral	issue,	and	well-
established	coordination	mechanisms	involving	
government	and	nongovernmental	institutions	are	
essential	at	the	country	level.	At	the	regional	level,	
WHO	collaborates	closely	with	partners	such	as	the	
European	Commission	and	the	European	Centre	for	
Disease	Prevention	and	Control	to	address	the	
international	dimension,	to	build	capacity,	to	compile	

and	share	evidence	and	information	and	to	ensure	
the	cross-border	interoperability	of	preparedness	
planning	and	health	security	response	plans.

All	these	discussions	have	emphasized	the	
importance	of	strengthening	the	preparedness	of	
national	health	systems.	Key	recommendations	
include	strengthening	stewardship,	implementing	
health	systems	preparedness	planning	as	a	
continuous	process	with	a	multihazard	approach,	
establishing	sustainable	crisis	management	and	
health-risk	reduction	programmes	in	health	
ministries	and	establishing	multisectoral	coordination	
mechanisms.	The	programmes	should	be	in	charge	
of	health	system	preparedness	planning	and	
managing	health	crises	so	that	the	health	sector	can	
be	ready	to	take	a	leading	and	coordinating	role	and	
technically	guide	other	sectors	facing	a	health	crisis.

There	is	much	at	stake.	Health	crises	and	the	human	
suffering	they	cause	could	jeopardize	the	progress	
made	in	strengthening	health	systems	towards	
sustainable	development	and	the	achievement	of	the	
United	Nations	Millennium	Development	Goals.	This	
is	why	preparedness	planning	is	key.

This	publication	maps	some	of	the	major	threats	to	
health	security	in	the	WHO	European	Region	and	
the	challenges	they	represent	for	health	systems.	It	
provides	some	key	facts	and	lessons	from	
experience	that	policy-makers	can	put	to	good	use.	
It	is	one	step	towards	defining	strategic	options	for	
fostering	health	security	in	the	European	Region.

A	health	system	that	anticipates	the	health	needs	
of	people	affected	by	health	crises	can	respond	
to	them	effectively,	save	lives	and	stop	events	
from	escalating	into	security	crises.	At	the	
regional	level,	WHO	will	continue	to	work	with	its	
Member	States	to	understand	better	the	
complexity	of	health	security	in	the	regional	
context	and,	through	further	consultations,	
explore	effective	ways	to	enhance	health	security.	
This	publication	contributes	to	that	work.

Nata Menabde
Deputy	Regional	Director
WHO	Regional	Office	for	Europe
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A key priority 
Health security is a key priority for WHO’s 
Member States. It is the subject of World Health 
Day 2007 and of a forthcoming world health 
report. The year 2007 is when the revised 
International Health Regulations enter into 
force, and the focus is on global health security 
and on risks and dangers to health that have 
international dimensions. The WHO Eleventh 
General Programme of Work, 2006–2015, 
identifies strengthening global health security 
as a key priority for WHO’s future work. The 
WHO Regional Committee for Europe, during its 
fifty-sixth session in September 2006, reviewed 
a discussion paper on health security and 
passed a resolution on the future of the Regional 
Office, endorsing six strategic directions for 
WHO’s regional work towards 2020. One of 
these directions mandates WHO to lead the 
international response on health security in the 
European Region.

A way towards health security in the 
WHO European Region
This publication builds on the health security 
debate initiated at the fifty-sixth session of the 
WHO Regional Committee for Europe in 2006. 
It aims to stimulate further consultations with 
Member States on how to support them in 
strengthening their preparedness measures 
against health security threats and in ensuring 
that their health systems respond effectively 
and comprehensively. The publication provides 
an overview of selected threats and regional 
challenges to health security based on what 
is most commonly included in the concept of 
health security in the current debate. Special 
consideration is given to threats resulting from 
or augmented by the ways in which countries 
and their populations interact internationally.

In the context of the European Region, the 
analysis focuses on the following public health 
areas:

•  communicable diseases

•   natural and human-made (technological) 
disasters

•  conflicts and complex emergencies

•   potential future challenges from global 
changes, particularly climate change.

The publication does not cover some specific 
aspects of health security, such as the 
socioeconomic determinants of health or the risk 
of accidental release of biological and chemical 
agents or radionuclear material or their deliberate 
use with the intention to harm human health.

A case study approach
Several concrete examples document 
experiences from recent health crises in the 
WHO European Region in the public health 
areas mentioned above.

Some generic lessons learned emphasize 
the importance of engaging in health systems 
preparedness planning to respond to any 
potential health and security crisis and show 
clearly that weak and unprepared health 
systems can hamper the effective management 
of health crises.

Important concepts – such as strengthening 
stewardship, implementing health systems 
preparedness planning as a continuous 
process with a multihazard approach, 
establishing sustainable crisis management 
and health-risk reduction programmes in 
health ministries and establishing multisectoral 
coordination mechanisms – are effective 
strategies for preventing and mitigating future 
health security crises.

A renewed framework for managing 
health security threats – the 
International Health Regulations (2005)
The revised International Health Regulations 
(2005), entering into force on 15 June 2007, 
provide a legal framework to help countries 
in protecting the health of their populations 
from any potential public health emergency of 
international concern and implementing the 
necessary measures to make the world more 
secure.

Executive summary
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