Reimagining the future of global health 

By Hala AlMossawi

As world leaders gather in New York this month for the third U.N. General Assembly (UNGA) since COVID-19 began, one question is at the top of many agendas: How do we move forward toward a healthier and more secure world? 

A century ago, the world faced a global flu that destroyed lives, shook economies, and contributed to instability for generations. We believed that the scientific and technological progress in the century that followed would protect us from another event like that. But we failed to acknowledge that the inequities that persisted in our global system kept the promise of good health and attendant prosperity out of reach for many, which we are seeing starkly in the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Today, the world is off-track from achieving global goals for health and life expectancy has decreased for the first time in a century. At the same time, we are grappling with the reemergence of once-eradicated diseases like polio and more deaths from infectious diseases like Tuberculosis and malaria and non-communicable diseases like cancer, heart diseases, and mental health disorders. 

Growing urgency around these challenges has provided us with an unprecedented opportunity to forge a new vision for the future of global health: One that is more inclusive, adaptive, and effective in preparing us not only to meet the needs of the moment, but the challenges of tomorrow as well. 

Since I joined RTI International as Vice President of the Global Health Division, I have been asked to share my vision for global health and, speak to global health students, future public health leaders, and local and global organizations. I am often asked questions like, what are the key priorities for the future, how can we close health equity gaps, and are the right players engaged? 

We should continue to have these productive conversations and ask “what’s next?” This week on the sidelines of UNGA, RTI will host a conversation specific to non-communicable diseases that poses these questions. 	Comment by Liana Meyer: I love how this ties to the beginning and keeps everyting relevant. 

As a collective, our answers can shape a new future for global health – one in which health systems are responsive and resilient, communities are at the center, and expanded coalitions deliver a broad range of results for health and prosperity for decades to come. 

Responsive and resilient health systems 

While COVID-19 is far from over, it has already shown that none of us are safe until everyone is safe. It drew our attention to the deep disparities and inequities in our current health systems. These challenges will persist – and be exacerbated by future shocks and stresses – until we strengthen health systems in a manner that addresses the needs of the people they serve.

The future of global health needs resilient and responsive health systems oriented to primary health care. One way to do this is to build from the ground up. Also invest in the whole-of-government and whole-of-society approach. We also need to address the financial and capacity gaps between high-income and low- and lower-middle-income countries, so that any person, anywhere, can access the same high standards of care and no one is left behind.

[bookmark: _Int_5DpsNHVT]Health systems strengthening is not a new concept, but we have learned that for it to be effective, it must be based on inclusive, context-specific, integrated and locally designed and led approaches. This will enable these systems to deliver quality and equitable health services and outcomes that ultimately keep us all safe.	Comment by Liana Meyer: I love this because it ackowledges the work that's already been done and answers potential questions of readers of what new ideas you are bringing to the table. 

Communities at the center  

The pandemic also reminded us of the enormous potential of primary health care and community health as the cornerstone of equitable and resilient health systems that respond to people’s needs. Empowering community health workers and making them the vanguard of renewed public health systems has meant more vaccines delivered, better health literacy among communities, stronger networks of preventative health services, and so much more. 

A new vision for global health should expand upon this renewed emphasis on primary health care and community health, while centering the needs of the communities they serve, to build a future where everyone, everywhere can get the care they need when and where they want it. 

As global leaders develop new health strategies, the voices and needs of the most vulnerable communities, along with the national plans, strategies, and aspirations of their countries, should be consideredprioritized. Indeed, many countries today are demanding it. The power of a new vision for global health lies in effectively connecting, integrating, and implementing  these two pieces. and prioritizing what countries, communities, and people want and need.  	Comment by Liana Meyer: This is a great "how" to the challenge you presented. I think it's one of the most memorable/key lines. I'm wondering if we can make it a bit more streamlined as we repeat words like needs and countries. 

Kindly see my suggested change and edit as needed. 

Expanded coalitions and integrated approaches 

COVID-19 taught us that global health is a shared responsibility. The development world once saw various sectors as separate issues, resulting in fragmented approaches to much broader and interconnected challenges. But we are waking up the fact that multisectoral collaboration is critical to achieve equity and sustainable and inclusive outcomes through integrating health interventions into non-health programs such as education, energy, agriculture, environment, and more. 

A brighter future for global health relies on more expansive coalitions than those of the past. The One Health approach positions us to collaborate strategically across and between countries, sectors, and agencies for optimal health in an increasingly interconnected and unpredictable world. Building from this, we must work together to define and incorporate health equity concepts into initiatives from the start, measure impacts, share results and outcomes, and fervently uphold accountability at all levels of administration and implementation. 

The opportunity is exciting: We can deliver on global health security, preparedness, and response, while delivering benefits for non-health sectors and economies. RTI is putting its staffing behind this idea, with the recent hiring of a director for global health security that will help us bring sectors together and address these issues in a more integrated way. 	Comment by Liana Meyer: awesome!

Our coalitions must also include nontraditional actors like the private sector, which can bring transformational technology and innovation to bear. We must also give space and credence to the voices and ideas of the next generation, who will be the ones to carry this work forward long after we are gone. 	Comment by Liana Meyer: Also great!

A better future for global health 

As someone who has served as both a health provider and development practitioner for the past 20 years, I have fond memories serving people from diverse backgrounds, religions, and races. I have seen many health challenges around the world, and I have also seen how partnerships and interventions – when done right – can work. The urgent health challenges of today can be met with meaningful solutions that prepare us to meet the challenges of the future.

While there will always be adversity and uncertainty, gaps to address, and other challenges, there will also always be hope, new generations of ideas, new generations of global health leaders, and the spirit of our shared humanity. This is what gives me hope that we can forge a new and better vision and future for global health. 

From strengthening health systems to centering communities to expanding our coalitions, we have an opportunity to tap into these sources of hope and move forward from COVID-19 learning its lessons and committing to do more – and more equitably – to accelerate progress toward a world that is safe and secure from public health threats.
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