
Health 
emergencies

Ave Põld, DD, stud.MScIH

LECTURER, UNIVERSITY OF 
TARTU, ESTONIA

1



2

WHO Classification of Hazards

Figure. WHO classification of hazards. (WHO, 2019)



Global frameworks related to 
health, emergencies and disasters

• The SDGs
• The International Health Regulations (IHR 2005)
• The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030
• The Pandemic Influenza Preparedness (PIP) Framework
• The World Organization for Animal Health (OIE) Performance of 

Veterinary Services (PVS Pathway)
• The Paris Agreement on Climate Change
• The Global Health Security Agenda (GHSA)
• Universal Health Coverage (UHC) 2030.
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The International Health Regulations

“The IHR is the only international legal treaty with the responsibility of 
empowering the World Health Organization (WHO) to act as the main global 
surveillance system. “ (Youde J. 2010) 

• First adopted by the World Health Assembly in 1969 and last revised in 2005.
• Mid-19th century: the interference of plague, yellow fever, smallpox and particularly 

cholera to global trade and commerce (Howard-Jones, N. 1975)
• 14 International Sanitary Conferences (1851-1938) the first of them organized by 

the French Government in 1851 to standardize international quarantine regulations 
against the spread of cholera, plague, and yellow fever. 
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• The outbreak of the Second cholera pandemic in 
1829 prompted European Governments to appoint 
medical missions to investigate the causes of the 
epidemic. 

• Proposal to convene an international conference to 
standardize quarantine requirements against exotic 
diseases.

• The fact that the conference took place established 
the principle that health protection was a proper 
subject for international consultations

• The conferences played a major role in the 
formation of the World Health Organization in 1948.

(Howard-Jones, N. 1975)

The International Sanitary Conferences

Figure. Cholera in the early 19th century when 
bacteria nor antibiotics had yet been discovered.
((Howard-Jones, N. 1975)

Figure. Hot and cold treatment. ((Howard-Jones, N. 1975)
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The 2005 IHR recognized that certain public 
health incidents, extending beyond disease, ought 
to be designated as a Public Health Emergency 
of International Concern (PHEIC), as they pose 
a significant global threat.
• States have a legal duty to respond promptly to 

a PHEIC (Wilder-Smith, A. 2020).
• The WHO should be notified if any two of the 

four following questions are affirmed:
• Is the public health impact of the event serious?
• Is the event unusual or unexpected?
• Is there a significant risk for international spread?
• Is there a significant risk for international travel or trade 

restrictions?

What are PHEICs?

Six events were declared PHEIC 
between 2007 and 2020: 
• the 2009 H1N1 influenza pandemic 
• Ebola (West African outbreak 2013–2015, 

outbreak in Democratic Republic of Congo 
2018–2020)

• poliomyelitis (2014 to present)- the longest 
PHEIC

• Zika (2016) - first arboviral PHEIC
• COVID-19 (2020 to present)



The emergency cycle
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Many health emergencies can be prevented before 
they cause damage. A key activity in prevention is 
adequate risk communication.
q Vaccination
§ Measles
§ COVID-19
q Infection prevention & control
§ Emerging viruses 
§ Antimicrobial resistance
§ Vector-borne & parasitic diseases

Country-level preparedness means that all sectors 
and systems are prepared to manage risks.
q Assess risk and capacity
q Develop \ revise emergency operations plan
§ National action plan
§ All-hazard national health emergency response 

plan
§ Contingency plans developed for priority 

hazards
q Implement

Effective emergency response means life-saving 
health interventions are implemented to ensure 
that affected populations have timely access to 
quality health services.

Once the peak of a crisis has passed, 
WHO remains on the ground to support 
ministries of health in sustaining their 
efforts.
q After Action Reviews (AAR) 

Based on the following World Health Organization materials:
“Emergency cycle.” World Health Organization EURO. 
“A strategic framework for emergency preparedness. “ WHO (2016)

Figure. Emergency cycle (WHO EURO)

https://youtu.be/l61dcs45HDI


WHO Strategic Health Operations Centre (SHOC)

8

Figure. A View from the WHO SHOC room (World Health Organization)

Figure. WHO internal grading system for emergencies (World Health Organization, 2017) 
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