The COVID-19 pandemic- from the local viewpoint to the global

The world has become a global village! Every crisis can be looked at from a local and even personal perspective but at the same time, the Covid -19 crisis is a gigantic international challenge involving all countries and all populations around the world.
The script that we’ve been living out for nearly a year could rival any Hollywood disaster film and the situation has raised many scientific questions within the medical field—deep issues relating to ethics, society, and economics—as well as serious legal and logistical challenges.
From the beginning of the crisis, we in Israel (like people in all other countries) paid close attention to the emerging epidemiological picture of Covid -19. We tracked the rapidly changing developments, analyzing them from multiple perspectives, as we followed the spread of the disease to more countries and continents, and we attempted to predict what would happen here in Israel. Throughout, the central body we’ve looked to as our oracle has naturally been the World Health Organization, which is entrusted with public health at all levels. Already in December-January, when the virus seemed to be a local event in the faraway Wuhan market, we awaited word about the severity of the incident from the World Health Organization, the source from which we receive transparent, reliable, and up-to-date information, and we awaited the scientific assessments that it would publish. 
After two significant game changers became clear— that there is person-to-person infection and that there is an asymptomatic period that makes it difficult to identify the infectious people and to cut off the chain of infection—we waited for the determination of the W.H.O. with regard to risk-assessment and the steps that would be necessary for dealing with the new disease. The announcements of Dr. Ted Ross, director of the organization, declaring an international crisis and, later on, a pandemic, had direct and immediate impact on the decisions we made. And the same is true of all the announcements made by the W.H.O. since then.
I’m happy and grateful for this opportunity to speak with Dr. Hans Henri P. Kluge, the WHO Regional Director for Europe.  Dr. Kluge took up this position in February 2020, just in time to implement plans that the organization had been preparing for many years—for dealing with a global pandemic.
QUESTIONS:
1. The W.H.O. is highly appreciated in Israel and is considered the top professional organization, which bases its conclusions on the best international scientific experts. On the other hand, we are aware of the worlds’ heterogeneity with respect to… actually everything. There are various subpopulations characterized by different lifestyles and values; diversity of population densities, levels of education, economics, structures of health and legal systems, existence or absence of health insurance etc). With these 2 facts in mind – the expectations that the W.H.O. will lead the professional strategy to cope with the emergency on one hand and the dissimilarity of the member states on the other hand, I would like to ask a two-part question:
1. Do you think that it is the role of the W.H.O. to provide specific guidelines to the state members regarding strategies for coping with the pandemic?
and
2. To what extent do you think that it is possible to learn from each other? Is it possible to make comparisons between the different countries, which are essentially "apples and oranges", and could such a comparison be valid? For example- can we in Israel learn from Denmark’s experience in keeping their schools open during the pandemic, despite the fact that our education systems are so different at “peace times”? 	Comment by Shani Tzoref: Or maybe, “in non-pandemic conditions”?

2. Post-action review is one of the methodologies used to identify items, actions or perspectives that need emendation and improvement in order to enable countries to cope better with emergencies. Considering the magnitude and length of the COVID-19 crisis, I believe that we can all benefit from interim action reviews. Could you tell us about the conclusions of any such formal W.H.O. reviews if conducted and/or any of your thoughts and conclusions from your experience on the matter? In simple words I would like to ask what would you, as WHO EURO would have done differently since December 2019, and are there any changes in attitude that you would recommend for the continuation of this “battle” while we are all waiting for the hopefully good impact of the new vaccine? 	Comment by Shani Tzoref: The WHO seems to more often use the term After Action Review (AAR)
 

3. Israel can be considered as an island, with our long coastline on the west and land borders with countries to which we do not have free access. Therefore, one of our main strategies especially in the beginning of the pandemic was to delay the penetration of the disease by early and strict closure of borders. The IHR expends great effort to prevent/manage/contain events at points of entry: airports, ports and ground crossing. Maintaining open borders and not impeding traffic and trade are considered important goals, in compliance with regulations. In the course of coping with the coronavirus epidemic, even Europe, which nowadays has open borders, reached a point in which countries adopted policies of border closures and restrictions of movement. I’d like to know what you think of those measures. Do you think that it might have been possible to reduce or slow the spread of the epidemic if the world would have “closed” earlier? Do you think that we ought to keep such restrictions in place now in the context of preparing for future epidemics? Is there a need for change in our current conceptions of the world as a global village, such that countries should be encouraged to limit free passage? 
4. Unfortunately, in Israel we have experienced division, factionalism, and sectorality among sub-populations during the response to the epidemic as well as the need to adapt customized solutions to different communities. As an example I will mention the difficulty we encountered in preventing gatherings for religious ceremonies and prayers in the ultra-Orthodox Jewish community or large weddings in the Arab community. In addition, there is often a tension between the requirements and priorities of different sectors - for example, which has precedence, opening the skies to flights or opening small businesses? Hotels and tourism or gyms and sports facilities?  I’m very interested in hearing your opinion on such struggles, in a broad European perspective.	Comment by Shani Tzoref: Or “demographic”, but that has a harsher, more clinical, tone
