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Using weakness to attend the WHA
(By Vincent Rollet) This year, Taiwan’s efforts to participate in the 71st World Health Assembly (WHA) that is to take place in
Geneva, Switzerland, from May 21 to May 26 have so far been concentrated on two main aspects: Taiwan’s contribution to global
health, in particular through its humanitarian and medical assistance in numerous c ountries, and Taiwan’s experience in
healthcare that might be valuable to the WHO, which considers universal health coverage a key priority.
While using Taiwan’s strength and concrete contribution to public health as an argument to be invited to the next WHA is
perfectly legitimate and represents the approach followed by supportive countries and regional organizations to petition or t o
speak up in favor of Taiwan’s participation at the next WHA, past experiences show that such a strategy, although strongly
supported by civil organizations, has a rather limited effect on the WHO -Taiwan relationship.
Indeed, since the beginning of its isolation from the WHO in 1972, Taiwan has witnessed a warming of its relations with the
international organization only on t wo occasions.
First, in 2003, when then-WHO director-general Gro Harlem Brundtland agreed to send experts to Taiwan to help the nation
contain SARS, despite strong opposition from Beijing.
Second, in 2009, when after the acknowledgment of the so -called "1992 consensus" and the resulting "one China" principle
by former president Ma Ying-jeou (馬 英 九 ) and his government, Taiwan received an invitation from the WHO — and was allowed
by Beijing — to attend the 62nd WHA as an observer under the name "Chinese Taipe i."
While this second situation is inconceivable under President Tsai Ing -wen (蔡 英 文 ), who does not recognize the existence of
the "1992 consensus," the first circumstance represents an interesting starting point for the development of a complementary
dimension to the Taiwanese strategy to attend the next W HA.
Indeed, in 2003, the determining factor for the WHO to work with Taiwanese authorities was actually the difficulty Taiwan had
dealing with a transnational health issue, namely the SARS epidemic. Taiwan’s weakness was determinant in the WHO’s decision
to cooperate with Taiwan.
While the argument of Taiwan’s potential weakness to deal with influenza A virus subtype H5N1 due to its exclusion from the
WHO has been extensively used by Taiwanese health and diplomatic authorities to convince the WHO to invite Taiwan to attend
the WHA, the absence of any H5N1 outbreak in the nation clearly diminished it.
However, today, another transnational health issue remains a major weakness in the domain of public h ealth, namely air
pollution. Confirming such an enduring weakness, which has major implications for Taiwanese citizens’ health, is a report fro m
the Legislative Yuan that recently concluded that Taiwan has been unable to deal efficiently with particulate p ollution over the
past few years ("Legislature’s report shows nation’s lax pollution standards," April 7, page 3).
Therefore, while campaigning to attend the next W HA, Taiwan would be well advised to invoke its persistent difficulties in
dealling with an issue that is considered by the WHO’s executive board (document EB142/12) as a top global risk to health for
causing about 6.5 million deaths a year worldwide.
Indeed, there is no reason why Taiwan should work alone to deal with such a transnational healt h issue. It would not make
any sense for an international organization that promotes "health for all" to ignore Taiwan’s difficulties in dealing with a health
issue that might be seen as similar to an epidemic if the words "virus" is replaced with "airborn e particulates" (PM2.5 and PM10)
and "outbreaks" by "pollution peaks".
These issues and their health implications would help Taiwanese authorities enhance their line of argument for Taiwan’s
participation at the next WHA.
One of the main reasons for this is that this year the W HA is to have a specific session on "Health, environment and climate
change" (document A71/11), during which a discussion on a draft of a "comprehensive global strategy on health, environment an d
climate change" is to take place.
For the legitimacy and efficiency of such a global strategy, as well as for the health of people living in Taiwan, Taiwan cann ot
be excluded from such an important multilateral discussion.
By considering air pollution in Taiwan as a serious health crisis a nd by inviting Taiwan to attend the next WHA, the WHO
would play its role of technical — not political — organization as it would give Taiwan the opportunity to strengthen its ability to
deal with airborne particulates through its constructive involvement in debates and discussions with WHO experts and members.
Consequently, Taiwan’s participation in the next WHA and its cooperation with the WHO should be instrumental in the
success of the forthcoming WHO strategy on health, environment and climate change, as well as WHO Director-General Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus’ fight against global health inequality.
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