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Offline: Thailand steals the show

Richard Horton 

Laughter is not the first word that characterises the World Health Assembly, held in Geneva this past week. But the Thai delegation deserves credit for bringing the house down. The mood of the meeting was tense. WHO is in a (hopefully temporary) financial crisis. The agency had proposed a reform package that was threatening to divide member states. The Thai approach was, in the words of one WHO official, “brutal, provocative, and hilarious”. “It is the lawyers who really rule the organisation”, the Thai representative suggested. Thanks to WHO's “long bureaucratic systems”, the “majority of its staff are eventually promoted to the position of their incompetence”. WHO is “outdated and inefficient”. “From the janitor to the DG, [staff] work mainly according to the donors' mandates.” As for Dr Chan's plans, they were “less than cosmetic” and “we are fully convinced that the proposed reforms will fail”. Instead, the Thai Government's delegation recommended that “member states just stop paying contributions and do not come to the WHA and EB [Executive Board] meetings”. It can be a fine line between being amusing and being insulting. Many thought the Thai Government amusing. A few drew a different conclusion. If the Thai Government wishes to take on the role of unhelpful rebel, all well and good, one person somewhere between the janitor and the DG told me. But in the delicate world of global health diplomacy, this kind of intervention might leave Thailand less credible and certainly less influential. That would be a pity.

The Thai delegate also took a swipe at an unnamed publication. The government requested that Dr Chan “stand firm and not give a dime to the recent criticism from a biased, imperialistic, colonialistic, inhumane, and non-credible medical journal. Member states should also reconsider associating with this non-neutral journal.” Who could he mean?

Although less entertaining than Thailand's contribution, Dr Chan's opening speech to the Assembly was more radical and more revealing about the future for WHO. Why radical? Because the Director-General jettisoned, subtly, an excuse for inaction so beloved of some of her predecessors. DGs often hide behind the mantra that WHO can only act when member states tell it to do so. She began by asking countries to “remember the people”. She gave examples of recent encounters, not with Presidents or Prime Ministers, but with women and children. “The people of Africa deserve better”, she said. Her implicit criticism of governments that pay little attention to the suffering of their own peoples was clear. Why revealing? Because in praising the achievements of her staff, she signalled her intent to fight for WHO's survival based on its successes. She was not there to apologise for its perceived failures.

I am a lousy psephologist. But listening to the mixture of praise and criticism, balancing the insults with the cheers, Dr Chan has surely won the right to serve a second term as Director-General. Some will disagree. A few critics argue that WHO has sold out to the private sector. But under Dr Chan's leadership, the agency has scored several important victories. She has steered non-communicable diseases into a priority position for the forthcoming UN General Assembly meeting in September. And through the UN Commission on Information and Accountability for Women's and Children's Health, she has created the conditions for accelerating progress on MDGs 4 and 5. These successes deserve our confidence. But I'd like her to be the last Director-General to serve two terms. WHO's leader should serve only a single term. That way, there is no incentive to play safe during your first 5 years, perhaps avoiding difficult decisions, possibly appeasing powerful donors who hold your next term in their gift. With one term of, say, 6 or 7 years you would have a mandate to act wisely and boldly for all, not just for those with power.

None of us are without shades of poor judgment, however. My shameful moment of the week took place at a side event. I was meeting those present when I found myself shaking hands with a minister of health from a particularly anti-democratic regime that tortures and kills its political opponents. Life makes hypocrites of us all.
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