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The COVID-19 pandemic has cast a new light on the 
necessity of addressing health inequalities across the 
globe.

As the European Commission President Ursula von der 
Leyen has remarked on several occasions, the pandem-
ic will not end until everyone is protected globally.

However, measures such as putting in place export re-
strictions and refusing to suspend intellectual proper-
ty (IP) rights on vaccines and treatment have been crit-
icised for limiting vaccine access in poorer countries.

In this report, EURACTIV explores how the COVID 
emergency may provide an impetus for boosting global 
preparedness for future public health crises through 
international cooperation.
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A series of protests have 
been staged in front of the 
European Commission and 

at a vaccine manufacturing plant in 
Belgium, calling for temporarily lifting 
of the intellectual property (IP) rights 
of COVID-19 vaccines and treatments.

Whoever happened to be strolling 
along the EU district in Brussels on 
Wednesday (2 June) could hardly miss 
a big banner rolled out in front of the 
Berlaymont, the headquarters of the 
EU executive, reading ‘Patents kill’.

Some campaigners who pitched 
camp there held smaller placards 
saying ‘Access to Vaccine. Right, not 
a privilege’ and ‘No profits from the 

pandemics’.

The protest was part of the global 
campaign Vaccinate our world 
(VOW), which calls on governments 
and decision-makers not to politicise 
COVID-19 vaccines and instead make 
efforts to fully immunise citizens 
across the world.

The campaign is now focusing 
on suspending patents for COVID-19 
vaccines, in a bid to speed up vaccine 
access in poorer countries.

The issue of waiving IP rights for 
COVID-19 treatments and vaccines 
was first tabled by India and South 
Africa in a proposal to the World 

Trade Organization (WTO), which was 
backed by around 100 other countries.

The waiver would cover obligations 
in four sections of the Agreement on 
Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual 
Property Rights (TRIPS) that involves 
copyright and related rights, industrial 
designs, patents and the protection of 
undisclosed information.

However, the relevant EU decision-
makers, including the bloc’s Health 
Commissioner Stella Kyriakides, have 
so far been quite sceptical about the 
benefits of the IP rights waiver.

According to the pharmaceutical 
industry, the waiver would have little 

Continued on Page 5

The protest in front of the Berlaymont building was part of the global campaign Vaccinate 
our world (VOW) which calls on governments and decision-makers not to politicise COVID-19 

vaccine race. [LOVE SMITH/AHF]

Waiving vaccine patents saves 
lives, health campaigners tell the EU 
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https://vaccinateourworld.org/
https://vaccinateourworld.org/
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/IP/C/W669.pdf&Open=True
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/27-trips_03_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/27-trips_03_e.htm
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positive impact without a transfer 
of know-how and technology, which 
remains difficult at this stage.

“We understand that patents 
are important for innovation,” a 
protester told EURACTIV after the 
demonstration. “However, when 
health is at stake, they need to be 
temporarily waived because we are 
talking about saving people’s lives,” 
she added.

A similar protest was organised 
on Thursday (3 June) outside Pfizer’s 
manufacturing plant in Puurs, 
Belgium.

Campaigners told EURACTIV that 
the action is not aimed against Pfizer 
or any single company but points the 
finger at the whole pharmaceutical 
sector that is opposing the waiver of 
patents.

BIDEN’S GAME-CHANGER

In an expected shift, US president 
Joe Biden openly supported a patent 
waiver last month, putting pressure on 
more reluctant global health players 
such as the EU and Switzerland.

Although Commission President 
Ursula von der Leyen said Brussels 
was ready to discuss the proposal 
after Washington’s backing, the bloc 
is currently preparing a proposal 
to the WTO for increasing vaccine 
production that considers alternatives 
to waiving patents

“As a European, I’m ashamed that 
the significant support on this did 
not come from the EU first,” socialist 
MEP Juozas Olekas told a recent event 
organised by the VOW campaign.

The Lithuanian lawmaker has 
recently signed an open letter to the 

European Commission supporting a 
temporary waiver of the IP rights and 
knowledge-sharing in the process.

For the VOW campaigners, the IP 
waiver could be the first milestone 
of a longer path that could help to 
rethink health globally and build new 
infrastructure across the world.

“We need to decolonise global 
health, and this means we need to 
share some knowledge and think 
broadly,” another campaigner told 
EURACTIV outside the Commission 
building.

The EU is engaged in some actions 
aimed at increasing awareness and 
the Commission published a report 
on Thursday on how the major 
digital social platforms are tackling 
disinformation on coronavirus.

For instance, Facebook launched 
vaccine profile picture frames, 
while Twitter held conversations on 
vaccines that received five million 
impressions.

LIVES OVER PROFITS

At least nine people have become 
new billionaires since the beginning 
of the COVID pandemic, according to 
a recent report drafted by the People’s 
Vaccine Alliance, which includes 
NGOs Oxfam and the United Nations 
Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS).

The authors of the study have 
processed data from the Forbes Rich 
List, concluding that this massive 
wealth concentration has been 
generated by vaccines, for a handful 
of people.

“We cannot ignore that injustice 
sometimes hurts more than a virus,” 
said the Lithuanian MEP Olekas, who 

is a doctor and a former Lithuanian 
health minister.

According to the socialist 
lawmaker, those at the bottom of the 
social global ladder have faced more 
significant difficulties in fighting for 
their lives than those at the top.

Big pharma companies, he 
added, have used this pandemic to 
accumulate enormous extra profits 
and are now trying to make people 
believe that the waiver of IP rights 
would not solve the problem.

“We can overcome this pandemic 
only by walking together and putting 
the interests of their private capital in 
the second place,” he concluded.

Continued from Page 4
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Kathleen Van Brempt is a Belgian socialist MEP who’s Parliament’s 
rapporteur on the trade-related aspects and implications of COVID-19. 

[EP/VIDAL]
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The world needs to rethink 
intellectual property rights to 
get ready for the next pandemic 

and Europe has to do its part as a 
constructive partner at the negotiating 
table, Belgian socialist MEP Kathleen 
Van Brempt told EURACTIV in an 
interview.

Kathleen Van Brempt is the European 
Parliament’s rapporteur on the trade-
related aspects and implications of 
COVID-19. She spoke to EURACTIV’s 
health reporter Giedre Peseckyte.

You are the rapporteur on a file 
dealing with trade-related aspects and 
implications of COVID-19. Why is that 
relevant now?

With the Commission’s new 
mandate, the narrative of the Green 
Deal and geopolitical challenges 
ahead, it was crystal clear that Europe 
needed another take on trade: how 
to reorganise multilateralism, how 
to position the EU in the world in a 
stronger way than in the past.

But also, public opinion has entered 
the debate on trade and COVID-19 
made this even more urgent. And 
since the Commission is coming up 
with a review of its trade policy, we 
combined our reactions on this aspect 
too.

How could this new stance of the 
Parliament change the EU’s trade?

We want to change drastically the 
narrative on sustainability. But there’s 
also a need to be much more attentive 

Continued on Page 7

We need to prepare the world for the 
next health crisis now – MEP

I N T E R V I E W

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-9-2021-0190_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-9-2021-0190_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-9-2021-0190_EN.html
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to global trade when it comes to 
health. The world wasn’t ready for 
this pandemic and that resulted in 
something that was unacceptable, 
namely, that today vaccines are 
accessible and affordable for rich 
countries, but not for the lower-
middle-income countries. We need to 
prepare the world much better for the 
next health crisis.

How?

First of all, we need to keep the 
world open and not closed, which was 
what happened. There was a necessity 
to keep people from travelling, which 
is understandable, but that does 
not mean you have to reintroduce 
borders.

Also, we need much more 
knowledge on where medicines, 
protective material, and vaccines are 
produced. What is their production 
capacity? The crisis with vaccine 
manufacturing companies we had at 
the beginning of this year means that 
we need to know much more about 
value chains and how they work.

The report also touches on the 
importance of transparency on the 
supply and production, but how to 
achieve that?

It’s extremely important that you 
force these companies to be more 
open and transparent when dealing 
with the public good. And in that 
sense, you cannot just ask, you have 
to force more transparency on these 
issues.

And then having a transparency 
mechanism for everything that comes 
in and out of the European internal 
market is also a good instrument 
but, there is a need for an institution 
within the Commission that really 
monitors all these issues.

The report also calls for a revision 
of the World Trade Organisation’s 
Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects 
of Intellectual Property Rights 
(TRIPS). What is the goal?

There’s a paragraph on it in 
the report, but it’s not very strong 
because there was no majority in 
the Parliament’s trade committee 
and we’ll see whether there is more 
support in the plenary.

I’m not against intellectual 
property rights but I think in a 
pandemic, you need to do whatever 
it takes to solve the problem. And 
if waiving the patents, at least 
temporarily, makes sure that you 
can ramp up production, then you 
should do that. I think there is a huge 
agreement that we start looking into 
these intellectual property rights 
to prepare the world for the next 
pandemics.

For sure, waiving the intellectual 
property rights of the vaccines alone is 
not the solution unless it goes hand in 
hand with technology transfer, with 
the education and training of people. 
Why wouldn’t we try everything that 
can work to make sure that we have 
all the vaccines by the end of the year 
for everybody?

The Parliament has just voted in 
favour of waiving patents.

This is a very strong message 
towards the Commission. The time 
to stop blocking further talks on 
the temporary waiver of patents 
for COVID-19 vaccines and related 
medical products is over. The TRIPS 
council decided to start text-based 
negotiations on the proposal for 
temporary patent waiver and Europe 
can choose where it prefers to sit: at 
the table as a constructive partner 
or just on the sidelines without any 
impact.

What is heard from manufacturers 
is that there are no capacities to do 
know-how and technology transfers. 
What is your opinion on this?

What you need to do then is to 
force. Europe can force its companies 
to do technology transfer. We could 
write in the next purchase agreements 
with these companies that they 
need to share that technology with 
African countries, for instance. So it’s 
a broad discussion. It is not so easy 
just to say, okay, we waive and voila, 
my conscience is clear, let’s move on. 
That doesn’t work.

Is compulsory licencing not enough? 
The Commission seems to be 
advocating for it.

The flexibilities within the 
TRIPS agreement do not work. The 
compulsory license implies a heavy 
administrative burden that is not 
really workable. So in any case for the 
future, we will have to look into the 
TRIPS agreement and how to make it 
much more reliable in pandemics.

Last week, the Commission presented 
its alternative to waiving IP rights. 
What’s your take on that?

Trade Commissioner Valdis 
Dombrovskis is trying to do 
something, but I don’t think it’s 
good enough. What you need to do 
is change the TRIPS agreement and 
that will lead to a broader discussion. 
You really need to rethink intellectual 
properties within a pandemic 
situation. So my suggestion would 
be to sit down and negotiate on the 
waiver, and then come up with an 
initiative for the future.

Continued from Page 6
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Vaccinate our world campaign.

After more than a year 
blanketed by the pandemic—
communities, economies, 

and health systems in the European 
Union and beyond continue to be 
devastated. It is all too clear that 
the world is in desperate need of an 
immediate and novel call-to-action 
to have a real chance at overcoming 
COVID-19. 

In our continued advocacy for 

global vaccine equity, AIDS Healthcare 
Foundation (AHF) calls on the 
governments of the Group of Seven 
(G7) and European Union (EU) to do 
everything necessary to ‘Vaccinate 
Our World‘ by supporting the 
current proposal at the World Trade 
Organization to waive intellectual 
property (IP) protections on all COVID-
19 vaccines and technologies. 

If there are any countries with 

COVID-19 and no access to vaccines, 
then all countries are in danger. Of 
the nearly 2 billion vaccine doses 
administered worldwide as of June 1, 
85% were given in wealthy nations. 
Low-income countries received a mere 
0.3%, which puts the entire global 
community at risk of contracting 
emerging mutant variants of COVID-
19. 

With every COVID-19 death now 

G7 & EU Must Put Lives before Profits 
and ‘Vaccinate Our World’ Now!

P R O M O T E D  C O N T E N T 

DISCLAIMER: All opinions in this column reflect the views of the author(s), not of EURACTIV Media network.

Continued on Page 9

A I D S  H e a l t h c a r e  F o u n d a t i o n

SPECIAL  REPORT | RESHAPING GLOBAL HEALTH AFTER COVID-19 |  EURACTIV 

https://cts.businesswire.com/ct/CT?id=smartlink&url=http%3A%2F%2Faidshealth.org%2F&esheet=52414579&newsitemid=20210420005516&lan=en-US&anchor=AHF&index=1&md5=d48832d3dff32d87afffdb6ad6f1e4e5
https://cts.businesswire.com/ct/CT?id=smartlink&url=http%3A%2F%2Fvaccinateourworld.org%2F&esheet=52414579&newsitemid=20210420005516&lan=en-US&anchor=Vaccinate+Our+World&index=2&md5=683e01d71073b645c7be0dd23e78126d
https://cts.businesswire.com/ct/CT?id=smartlink&url=http%3A%2F%2Fvaccinateourworld.org%2F&esheet=52414579&newsitemid=20210420005516&lan=en-US&anchor=Vaccinate+Our+World&index=2&md5=683e01d71073b645c7be0dd23e78126d
https://www.statnews.com/pharmalot/2021/05/05/biden-covid19-vaccine-patent-rights/
https://www.statnews.com/pharmalot/2021/05/05/biden-covid19-vaccine-patent-rights/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/world/covid-vaccinations-tracker.html


9

preventable, it is simply unacceptable 
that many developing countries 
will not have access to lifesaving 
vaccines until 2023. The world can 
boost vaccine production, but generic 
manufacturers need the requisite 
knowledge to ramp up production. Key 
nations, including the US, China, and 
Russia, have recently voiced support 
for an IP waiver; however, other 
wealthy nations – namely remaining 
holdout countries from the G7 and 
EU – must follow suit if the world is to 
produce sufficient vaccine quantities 
to ‘Vaccinate Our World.’

While the pharmaceutical industry 
has proven that it can respond 
with rapid innovation to meet the 
emergency demand for COVID-19 
vaccines, it is disgraceful that vaccine 
manufacturers have decided to profit 
from vaccine sales, particularly 
when taxpayer-funded investment 
and research drove development. 
For that investment alone, the world 
should have access to the technology 
and information it needs to expand 
vaccine production globally, wherever 
the infrastructure can accommodate 
or be established for it. Countries from 
the G7 and EU have the power to help 
ensure that happens.

South Africa and India were 
the first countries to propose an IP 
waiver on COVID-19 vaccines, which 
has since gained the support of more 
than 100 countries. If adopted, the 
patent waiver could help countries 
worldwide overcome the legal barriers 
preventing them from producing 
COVID-19 vaccines and treatments 
and put the world on the best course to 
defeat the pandemic.

AHF, the world’s largest HIV/AIDS 
care and treatment provider to more 

than 1.5 million clients in 45 countries, 
has been on the frontlines of the battle 
against HIV/AIDS for more than 30 
years. We fought through the early 
days of that pandemic when there 
was no treatment for HIV, and since 
the creation of antiretroviral therapy, 
we’ve advocated for free and universal 
access to treatment.

People living with HIV were 
forced to clear numerous hurdles 
for more than a decade before they 
could access affordable, life-saving 
medications. The world cannot make 
that same mistake with COVID-19 
vaccines, but it is sadly headed down 
that path if government leaders do not 
do everything necessary to ‘Vaccinate 
Our World.’

G7 and European Union 
countries must mandate that vaccine 
manufacturers do the right thing and 
prevent countless avoidable deaths by 
granting access to their intellectual 
property. The world cannot afford any 
further delays in getting vaccines to 
where they are needed most.

In addition to waiving vaccine 
patents, the ‘VOW’ campaign urges 
other significant actions to ensure we 
can ‘Vaccinate Our World,’ including 
securing $100 billion from wealthy 
nations and economic institutions 
like the International Monetary Fund 
and World Bank. That funding, a 
small price to pay to vaccinate all 
the world’s citizens, will help ensure 
the production of 7 billion vaccines 
within one year. The world must also 
promote international cooperation, 
not politics, as the driving force for 
ending the pandemic, which must 
start by demanding that countries be 
100% transparent and accountable. 

The ‘Vaccinate Our World’ call-to-
action kicked off in April with a global 
digital advocacy campaign and has 
continued with virtual media events 
in Europe, Asia, South America, and 
Africa. AHF’s Europe Bureau has also 
recently organized multiple public 
demonstrations in Belgium in front of 
the European Commission, European 
Council, and the offices of COVID-19 
vaccine manufacturer Pfizer.

Visit VaccinateOurWorld.org to 
learn more and take the pledge to 
demand global vaccine equity by 
urging G7 and EU leaders to support 
the COVID-19 vaccine patents waiver.

Continued from Page 8
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https://www.statista.com/chart/24064/covid-19-vaccination-timeline-global/
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-01242-1
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https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/05/an-average-of-7-in-10-across-g7-countries-think-their-governments-should-force-big-pharma-to-share-vaccine-know-how/
https://www.statnews.com/pharmalot/2020/10/03/wto-covid19-coronavirus-patents-india-southafrica/
https://www.statnews.com/pharmalot/2020/10/03/wto-covid19-coronavirus-patents-india-southafrica/
http://vaccinateourworld.org/
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The EU’s counter-proposal to the 
request to waive intellectual 
property (IP) rights on COVID 

vaccines is meaningless as it deals 
with patents without any technology 
transfer, according to a health expert.

Ellen ‘t Hoen is a lawyer and 
public health advocate working on 
pharmaceutical policies. She spoke to 
EURACTIV’s health reporter Giedre 
Peseckyte.

The IP waiver proposal was tabled to 
the World Trade Organisation in 2020 
October. One year later, are there any 

developments?

What I understood from the last 
formal WTO’s TRIPS Council, is there 
is not much progress. The ministerial 
conference, the meeting of all the 
WTO members, will take place at the 
end of November or early December. 
And it’s expected that something will 
be adopted there. 

Do you have any guess on what might 
be decided then?

It is hard to say. There’s really not 
been much progress so we can’t really 

say where this is going. The other 
thing, of course, is a G20 meeting 
next week. And that is an important 
group of countries to move these 
things forward. So let’s hope they take 
some forceful action. As you know, 
the United States is supporting the IP 
waiver for vaccines. It’s not clear what 
they’re doing to make that happen.

What is your opinion on the IP waiver?

It’s important to recognize that 
the waiver has limitations. Some 
people talk about the waiver as if it can 
solve all problems but that will really 

Continued on Page 11

While Europe has ongoing discussions on boosters, the rest of the world 
is struggling to get needed shots. Only 3.1% of people in low-income 

countries have received at least one dose. [solarseven/SHUTTERSTOCK]

EU’s alternative to IP waiver won’t 
speed up vaccination in poorer 

countries: health expert 
B y  G i e d r e  P e s e c k y t e  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m

https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/IP/C/W669.pdf&Open=True
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/trips_e/intel6_e.htm
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not be the case and certainly not for 
vaccines, because you don’t just need 
the IP waived or licensed or whatever.

You also need know-how and 
technology transfer, for instance. And 
that is something that you cannot 
guarantee with a waiver because you 
need a level of engagement, a level of 
collaboration by those who hold the 
know-how.

At the beginning of June, the EU 
submitted a multilateral trade 
action plan envisaged to expand the 
production of COVID-19 vaccines 
and treatments to the WTO. It mainly 
focuses on compulsory licensing. EU 
officials called it a “holistic response”, 
but is this alternative any better 
compared to IP waiver?

We published an analysis of the 
EU proposal and our conclusion 
is that their proposals are mostly 
meaningless. First of all, compulsory 
licensing can deal with patents but 
does not transfer the technology. 
Second, the EU proposal offers 
flexibility that countries already have. 
They are already in the Agreement on 
Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual 
Property Rights (TRIPS). The only 
thing that might be useful is the 
waiving of the requirement that 
a compulsory license should be 
predominantly for the supply of the 
domestic market. But that’s all, that’s 
the only thing that might be somewhat 
meaningful in this proposal.

So, what is the best way if neither an 
IP waiver or the EU’s proposal is good 
enough? How can know-how and 
technology transfer be granted?

You saw in the early days of the 
pandemic a brief period of overall 
togetherness and solidarity in global 
groups. But as soon as the vaccines 

actually existed, everyone was 
running like mad to get in front of 
the queue and order as many vaccines 
as they could. And all of those lofty 
promises of global groups and 
solidarity went out of the window.

But let’s not forget that the 
development of these vaccines has 
been primarily financed with public 
resources. That, of course, would have 
been a good moment: if you place 
an order for millions or billions in 
some cases, then you can make a few 
demands. So the government that has 
financed those vaccines could have 
taken action and say we want you to 
share the know-how that you have 
developed using this public financing. 
This is something that should have 
been done in the first place and is, 
therefore, a big policy failure.

I think now there needs to be much 
more pressure on the companies, by 
governments to share the know-how 
and the IP. There is a mechanism 
through which that can be done, 
the World Health Organization 
established in May 2020. That is a 
voluntary mechanism and companies 
refused to collaborate. But the 
government can compel companies 
to engage with that, to transfer the 
know-how through the COVID-
19 technology access tool. I think 
that would be a good outcome. But 
it requires political will to make it 
happen, and we have not really seen 
it yet.

Why is an IP waiver so polarizing?

An IP waiver is not only about 
vaccines, it could be useful for other 
technologies, for example, for small 
molecules. And it should not be 
forgotten that the waiver proposal is 
also in a way a response to the failure 
of the effectiveness of voluntary 

mechanisms. So to keep political 
pressure up is probably a sensible 
thing to do while looking for better 
approaches to deal with it.

There are now talks about a 
pandemic treaty. What I hope is that 
those negotiations will start and that 
they will include new international 
norms, international regulations, for 
the sharing of essential know-how 
and intellectual property when it 
comes to pandemics. Because what 
we’ve seen in the last year and a half 
that trying to regulate that whilst 
in the midst of a health crisis is very 
difficult is proven to not be effective. 
So we need to put them in place so 
that sort of getting triggered when 
there is a pandemic.

Continued from Page 10

https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/27-trips_03_e.htm
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Despite tentative steps to 
bring vaccine production to 
poorer countries and generic 

commitments from world leaders, 
global access to the COVID-19 vaccine 
is still far from equal.

At the end of October, the World 
Health Organisation (WHO) warned 
that only five out of Africa’s 54 nations 
are projected to hit the year-end target 
of fully vaccinating 40% of their 
populations.

“The looming threat of a vaccine 
commodities crisis hangs over the 
continent,” said Matshidiso Moeti, 
WHO regional director for Africa, 
adding that drastic measures must be 

taken.

The situation is no better in other 
parts of the world as just 261 million 
of 1.8 billion doses pledged by wealthy 
nations have arrived in low-income 
countries, according to research by the 
People’s Vaccinealliance, a coalition 
of groups that includes Oxfam, 
ActionAid and Amnesty International.

The study also highlighted that 
only 120 million of 994 million doses 
promised to COVAX, the global 
vaccination system that the EU and 
the United States are the two largest 
donors have been delivered so far.

Some steps to address the issue 

have been taken in the past weeks 
by vaccine manufacturers such as 
Comirnaty’s maker BioNTech, who 
committed to building a vaccine 
production facility in Rwanda next 
year.

Vaccine manufacturer Moderna has 
recently pledged in a memorandum of 
understanding with the African Union 
to scale up production in the continent 
and supply up to 110 million doses of 
COVID-19 vaccine throughout 2022.

However, civil society organisations 
active in global access to health have 
considered these commitments 
empty promises as they do not include 
technology transfer from wealthy to 

Continued on Page 13

Some campaigners who pitched camp in front of the Berlaymont, the headquarters of the EU 
executive, held smaller placards saying ‘Access to Vaccine. Right, not a privilege’ and ‘No profits 

from the pandemics’. [PAUL WIJSEN]

Global vaccine access remains 
wanting amid leaders’ commitments
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low-income countries.

Instead, they call for lifting patent 
protection, even for a limited period. 
This move would allow countries to 
produce their versions of the vaccine.

LIFTING PATENTS IS STILL 
OPEN

India and South Africa first tabled 
the issue of waiving IP rights for 
COVID-19 treatments and vaccines 
in a proposal to the World Trade 
Organisation (WTO), backed by 
around 100 other countries.

The waiver would cover 
obligations in four sections of the 
Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects 
of Intellectual Property Rights 
(TRIPS) that involves copyright and 
related rights, industrial designs, 
patents, and undisclosed information 
protection.

Ahead of October’s G20 summit 
in Rome, activists held protests in 
different capitals, including London, 
Kyiv, The Hague, and Tbilisi. In 
Brussels, they rallied at the Schuman 
roundabout, in the heart of the EU 
district, just in front of the European 
Commission.

“If we don’t boost worldwide 
vaccine production and prioritise 
vaccinations for our global 
community, COVID-19 and effects 
from the pandemic will only get 
worse,” said an activist during the 
protest.

In Rome, world leaders renewed 
their commitment to the global 
goals of vaccinating at least 40% 
of the population globally by the 
end of 2021 and 70% by mid-2022, 
as recommended by the World 
Health Organisation (WHO)’s global 

vaccination strategy.

“We will support increasing 
vaccine distribution, administration 
and local manufacturing capacity in 
LMICs, including through technology 
transfer hubs in various regions, such 
as the newly established mRNA Hubs 
in South Africa, Brazil and Argentina, 
and through joint production and 
processing arrangements,” the final 
declaration of the G20 leaders said.

Although they committed to 
expanding and diversifying global 
vaccine manufacturing capacity at 
the local and regional level, it is still 
unclear how they will put it into 
practice.

Other than that, it seems that the 
discussion on the IP waiver is not 
making much progress. However, 
something is expected to be adopted 
before December at the WTO 
ministerial conference.

EU’S STANCE

In the conclusions of October’s EU 
summit, 27 European leaders called 
“for the rapid removal of obstacles 
hampering the global roll-out of 
vaccines, and invites the Commission 
to further engage directly with 
manufacturers in this respect.”

“The EU will continue to support 
the production and uptake of vaccines 
in partner countries,” the text of the 
declaration continued.

Meanwhile, the European 
Commission has promised to help 
finance vaccine production hubs in 
several African states, a programme 
that could help respond to future 
pandemics.

However, the EU and African 

officials are still at loggerheads over 
whether to waive intellectual property 
protection for COVID vaccines.

It is thought the EU opposed 
patent waivers from the beginning, 
proposing an alternative to expand 
the production of COVID-19 vaccines 
and treatments, which primarily 
focuses on compulsory licensing.

On 21 October, the European 
Parliament adopted a resolution 
calling the Commission to develop 
a global and public vaccine strategy 
that addresses equitable worldwide 
distribution.

Continued from Page 12
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The novel coronavirus has 
shown glaring deficiencies 
in the world’s collective 

ability to respond to infectious 
disease outbreaks, with none more 
evident than wealthy countries’ 
self-destructive unwillingness to 
cooperate on vaccine equity for the 
benefit of the entire global population. 
Vaccine makers’ pandemic 
profiteering, which a handful of rich 
nations (including the European 
Union) have so far endorsed, has only 
served to exacerbate the great global 
disparity between the vaccine haves 
and have-nots.

As of mid-October, 3.77 billion 
COVID-19 vaccine doses, enough for 
nearly half of the global population, 
had been administered worldwide. 
But sadly—and predictably—almost 
80% of those shots have gone into 
the arms of people in high- and 
upper-middle-income countries. 
Low-income countries haven’t even 
seen 1% of those doses, and less than 
8% of people in Africa, which has a 
population of roughly 1.3 billion, have 
gotten even one shot.

According to Duke University, 
it’s no surprise that there are not 
enough doses to vaccinate our world 

when wealthy countries have secured 
enough vaccines to inoculate their 
populations as much as five times 
over. Even though the world will have 
created 11 billion total doses by the 
end of this year, almost 9.9 billion of 
those have already been promised to 
wealthy nations.

The COVAX initiative, while 
initially promising, was supposed to 
supply lower-income countries with 
sufficient vaccine doses. However, 
that mechanism has fallen short of 
its initial goal to vaccinate 20% of 
recipient countries, which is still 
far too little when the World Health 

It’s Time EU Leaders Ensure COVID-19 
Vaccine Equity

P R O M O T E D  C O N T E N T

DISCLAIMER: All opinions in this column reflect the views of the author(s), not of EURACTIV Media network.
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Organization (WHO) states that a 
vaccination rate of 70% is required to 
protect the world.

A debate in the US and other high-
income countries now centers around 
booster shots, while Africa, Latin 
America, and other hard-hit regions 
struggle. WHO Director-General 
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus 
recently said it was “unconscionable” 
that some countries are now offering 
booster shots “while so many people 
remain unprotected.”

As if fighting the novel coronavirus 
wasn’t enough, the world must also 
battle the might of pharmaceutical 
industry attorneys and lobbies. They 
have done everything possible to 
hamstring and bully heads of state into 
agreements that only serve to “silence 
governments, throttle supply, shift 
risk, and maximize profits in the worst 
public health crisis in a century,” as 
reported by Public Citizen. According 
to Action Aid, Moderna, BioNTech, 
and Pfizer are reaping astronomical 
and unconscionable profits, with the 
corporations having earned more than 
$26 billion in revenue in the first half 
of 2021.

Nations have spent trillions 
of dollars fighting the novel 
coronavirus—and lost trillions in 
productivity with their economies 
devastated. Robust economic health 
is vital for all countries’ progress and 
recovery from the pandemic. Yet, there 
can be no real recovery for anyone 
until the world is free from the threat 
of COVID-19 – which can only happen 
when everyone has access to vaccines.

The time has come for leaders 
of wealthy G20 and EU countries 

to remedy the injustices they have 
allowed humanity to shoulder during 
the COVID-19 disaster by prioritizing 
vaccine access for the majority of 
nations still desperately waiting for 
the lifesaving shots. That must start 
by mandating that pharmaceutical 
companies share their know-how and 
technology to increase production 
globally.

Taxpayers were the primary 
funders of COVID-19 vaccine research, 
development, and production – the 
world owns that intellectual property 
(IP) – not the drug companies profiting 
while the world suffers. Even though 
it’s finally showing some flexibility, 
the EU largely has stood firm against 
the World Trade Organization’s IP 
waiver that would increase vaccine 
availability exponentially. It’s time 
EU leaders use the G20 to remove IP 
barriers to ensure increased generic 
vaccine production worldwide.

While there has been no unified 
voice or leadership in response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic since its 
onset, advocates from the Vaccinate 
Our World (VOW) call-to-action, 
spearheaded by AIDS Healthcare 
Foundation (AHF) and guided by its 
G20 Manifesto, are attempting to even 
the playing field for vaccine access. 
The campaign demands that world 
leaders do everything necessary to 
ensure vaccines get to everyone who 
needs or wants them, not just people 
in wealthy countries.

Under the VOW banner, AHF’s 
Europe Bureau has taken the fight for 
vaccine access to Europe’s doorstep 
with a dramatic artistic performance 
at the Delegation of the EU to Ukraine 
in Kyiv, which coincided with the 

EU-Ukraine Summit on October 12. 
Activists demanded fair vaccine 
distribution with another protest the 
next day at the International Justice 
Court in The Hauge, Netherlands. On 
October 20, AHF organized similar 
demonstrations to reach EU and G20 
leaders with actions in London and a 
final rally before the G20 Summit at 
the European Commission in Brussels.

More vaccines and less profit-
seeking are essential to ending the 
pandemic, but G20 and EU leaders 
must also take additional steps. 
These include securing at least $100 
billion, enough to vaccinate our 
world, committing to international 
cooperation as the most fundamental 
way to address pandemics, and 
drafting a new Global Public Health 
Convention to serve as the worldwide 
health governance system to rapidly 
respond to future outbreaks.

The global COVID-19 response has 
been abysmal since the start, but G20 
and EU leaders can rally together and 
be a united force for the world’s good. 
All nations are in danger if even one 
country is under threat from COVID-
19 with no access to vaccines. The 
G20 and EU must acknowledge that 
reality and act accordingly. The fate 
of humanity is in their hands at the 
upcoming Summit—by ensuring 
vaccine equity, they can save the world.

Continued from Page 14
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