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Global Health –
Promoting Public 
Health Throughout 
the World
Global Governance –
From WHO to the 
World
Global Law – Bridging 
Hard & Soft Law
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• Globalization Impacts 
Public Health

• Global Health as a 
Contested Field
– Medical Interventions vs. 

Public Health Promotion

Global Health Is Public Health

• Public Health Vision of Global Health
– Population-level Policies
– Underlying Determinants of Health

Need for Multisectoral Approach

Public health includes “the way 
society organizes itself, produces and 
distributes wealth, and interacts with 
the natural environment” –
implicating “collective responsibility 
for unhealthy behavior” 

– Gostin, Burris & Lazzarini 1999
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Global Health Requires Global 
Governance

“The promotion of global health 
necessitates global governance beyond the 
reach of national governments, requiring 
international organizations, national 
governments, and non-governmental actors 
to come together under law to respond to 
globalized health threats.”
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“International 
Health” is 

BornPreventing Disease Requires 
International Cooperation
• International Agreements 

for Disease Reporting
• Humanitarian Efforts to 

prevent, control, and treat 
“tropical disease”

Threats across All Nations

“Globalizing forces fueled the spread of 
infectious diseases and disease vectors, 
transborder trade of harmful products, 
environmental degradation, and 
economic shocks, resulting in sweeping 
health consequences across the world.”

Why did early international 
efforts fail to achieve true 
international cooperation? 

Need for Collective Action to Address 
Global Determinants of Health
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International Health Governance

POST-WAR

• Inconsistent Public 
Health Measures across 
Nations Led to the 
International Sanitary 
Conferences 

• Periodic Conferences 
Become Permanent 
Institutions

International Sanitary 
Conferences

First International Sanitary 
Conference (1851)

International Sanitary Convention (1903)

International Public Health Institutions

Office International 
d’Hygiène Publique

- Pan American 
Sanitary Bureau 
(1902)

- OIHP (1907)

- League of Nations 
Health Office (1920)

GLOBAL HEALTH Global Governance Global Law

What did early institutions of 
international health governance 

provide that was lacking in 
international sanitary 

conferences? 
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The World at War
War as the Ultimate Threat 
to Health & Human Rights
• Origins in Eugenics
• Fascism on the Rise
• Allies Come Together 

through UNRRA How did the 
horrors of World 
War II shape the 
development of 
the UN as a new 
system of global 

health 
governance? 
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World War II

UN Charter

WHO Constitution

Post-War Governance

United Nations

1945 San Francisco Conference on 
International Organization
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World War II

UN Charter

WHO    
Constitution

WHO

International Health   
Conference (New York, 1946) 

• One Organization of Global 
Governance

• Member State Governing 
Structure

World Health Assembly

Executive Board

Secretariat

• Sweeping Mission & Core 
Functions

Why was WHO’s 
mandate so much 
broader than that 

of previous 
institutions? 
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World War II

UN Charter

WHO Constitution

The enjoyment of the highest attainable 
standard of health is one of the fundamental 
rights of every human being

Health is a state of complete physical, 
mental and social well-being and not merely 
the absence of disease or infirmity.

Governments have a responsibility for the 
health of their peoples which can be fulfilled 
only by the provision of adequate health and 
social measures.

WHO

UN Secretary-General Trygve 
Lie & WHO Director-General 
Brock Chisholm (Paris, 1948) 
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World War II

UN Charter

WHO    
Constitution

WHO
• WHO Legal Authorities

Varied Instruments 
Provide Policy Flexibility

Conventions

Regulations

Recommendations

• International Unity under 
International Law

Why did states delineate 
multiple types of legal 

authorities (binding and 
non-binding) for multiple 

types of global health 
challenges?
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Lawmaking in Global Health
International Law under 
UN Charter
• International Law under UN 

& Specialized Agencies

WHO Constitution establishes 
varied legal authorities

Why has WHO long refrained from the 
development of “hard” international 

health law?
Key Legal 
Successes

Conventions

Regulations

Recommendations

(1) international conventions
(2) international custom
(3) general principles of law
(4) judicial decisions and “the 
teachings of the most highly 
qualified publicists”

Pandemic 
Agreement 

(2025)?

Global Health GLOBAL GOVERNANCE Global Law

Jean Monnet Sumemr School EU4GH



• Collective Global Action –
addressing common threats 
and shared burdens across 
nations and sectors

• Arising out of International 
Law
– Binding AND Non-Binding 

Frameworks
– State AND Non-State Actors

• Common Norms

Justice under Global Law

Hard vs. Soft Law
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Limitations of International Law

Disadvantages of Hard Law 
• Need for State Consent
• No Guarantee of 

Implementation
• No Enforcement 

Mechanisms

Treaties Developed by WHO
• International Health 

Regulations (2005)
• Framework Convention on 

Tobacco Control (2003)

Preference for 
“Softer” Forms 
of Normative 
Authority
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Global Health Law is (Mostly) Soft Law
Framing Standards of 
Legal Behavior
• Non-binding, but . . . 

– Agreement
– Normative Character
– Consequences for 

Noncompliance

• Shape Behavior of State and 
Non-State Actors

Hard Law Soft Law

Legally Binding Frame Standards

Legal 
Accountability

Compliance 
through 
Persuasion

Declares State 
Obligations 

Applies to Non-
State Actors 

Requires 
International 
Consensus

Adopted More 
Quickly 

“The reliance on these non-legally binding norms 
has hastened the transformation of international 
health law, made primarily between states and 
international organizations, into global health law, 
which looks to both state and non-state actors.”

Global Health Global Governance GLOBAL LAW

How does soft law 
complement hard law in the 
development of obligations 

in global health?
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Soft Law is Necessary

POST-WAR

• Respond Quickly to 
Emerging Threats

• Develop Evolving 
Obligations amid 
Uncertainty

• Set Complex Standards 
across Sectors & Non-
State Actors

• Raise Awareness as a 
Foundation for Hard 
Law

Why does global health law 
rely heavily on soft law to 

shape public health 
throughout the world?
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WHO & UN Resolutions to align 
national COVID-19 
preparedness and response 
with international obligations

Soft Law in the COVID-19 Response

United Nations

How did World Health 
Assembly resolutions seek 

to frame the COVID-19 
response through soft law?

73rd World 
Health 
Assembly (2020)

WHO’s “most salient 
normative activity has been 
to create ‘soft’ standards 
underpinned by science, 
ethics, and human rights” 
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Hard Law in the COVID-19 
Response: IHR Limitations

China 
Notification

WHO PHEIC

Violative Nationalist Responses 

December January February March April

Global 
Solidarity?
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Hard Law Reforms
Hard & Soft Law in COVID-19 
Response
• Hard Law
– IHR
– Pandemic                  

Agreement?
• Soft Law
– WHA Resolutions Provide 

Clarifications

Why must future reforms of global 
health law include both binding 
and non-binding components 

under hard and soft law?
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• From International Health 
Law to Global Health Law

• An Academic Discipline
– Rising Health Threats
– Proliferating Health Actors
– Expanding Policy                       

Instruments                                        
(The EU Role in                    
Global Health)

• Ten Years of                    
Global Health                      
Law

Global Health Law
A New Field Emerges
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Existential Threats
Populist 
Nationalism
• Rejecting Public 

Health Science
• Violating 

Fundamental 
Rights

• Undermining 
Global Solidarity

Cataclysmic 
Pandemic
• Unprecedented 

Health Threat
• Widespread 

Inequities
• Limitations of 

Global Health Law 
Reforms

Global Health Law – More Necessary Than Ever…
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A Rising Imperative 
for EU Leadership in
Global Health Law

Benjamin Mason Meier
Professor of Global Health Policy
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
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Lawmaking in Global Health
International Law under 
UN Charter
• New Era of Multilateral 

Lawmaking 
• International Law under UN 

Governance
• Establishment of Specialized 

Agencies – Leap of Faith

WHO Constitution establishes 
varied legal authorities

Why did the UN Charter seek to 
centralize lawmaking under the UN and 

its specialized agencies?
Why did the WHO Constitution provide 
authority to develop different types of 

legal instruments?International 
Court of Justice 
in The Hague

Conventions

Regulations

Recommendations

(1) international conventions
(2) international custom
(3) general principles of law
(4) judicial decisions and “the 
teachings of the most highly 
qualified publicists”
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The Complexification of Global 
Health Diplomacy

Diplomacy across an 
Expanding Global Health 
Landscape
• Proliferation of global 

health institutions
• Political networks address 

health (G7, G20, EU)

Diplomacy Within WHO
• Political Groupings within 

WHO Governing Bodies
• WHO Director-General
• Non-State Actors and 

Experts

Governance Norms DIPLOMACY

Coordination 
Challenges
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