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         The development of a new global health architecture in the wake of Covid-19 will require
            important decisions to be made, especially when it comes to negotiating a pandemic
            accord and creating robust supply chains. Against the backdrop of their systemic rivalry,
            the US and China view global health policy as a field of geopolitical competition.
            This jeopardises the implementation of lessons learned from the Covid‑19 pandemic,
            not to mention global health in general. The question for Germany is to what extent
            it needs to adapt its multilateral approach to global health in order to respond to
            increasing geopolitical tensions. To this end, Germany should develop independent
            leverage to shape global health policy while also being a reliable, multilateral partner
            to all countries willing to improve in this field.
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         International efforts to create a robust global health architecture are exemplified
            in the ongoing negotiations over a pandemic prevention, preparedness and response
            accord (“pandemic accord”) as well as those over reforming the International Health Regulations (IHR). The
            main objective of these efforts is to effectively combat health threats by means of
            rapid and transparent communication and effective cooperation between states. In view
            of growing geopolitical tensions, such open cooperation – especially during crisis
            – is becoming increasingly unlikely compared to 2021, when negotiations on the pandemic
            accord began.
         

         Here, “geopolitical tensions” refer to the increase in interstate conflicts arising
            from competing claims to power and zones of influence. Geopolitical action is thereby
            characterised by the use of economic or political resources with the aim of asserting
            national self-interest and expanding political influence.
         

         This is already observed in negotiations on the pandemic accord: China, Russia and
            also the US, reject the notion that the agreement should contain transparency and
            reporting obligations to the World Health Organization (WHO) and other contracting
            parties, both when it comes to disease outbreaks and to public investment in necessary
            medical goods the procurement thereof.
         

         Geopolitics also plays a role in the medical goods trade and in the handling of medical
            supply chains. Even during Covid-19, China, for example, used the medical goods trade to pursue its national self-interest in other policy areas, working to expand its
            influence over developing countries.
         

         Particularly in the area of health, actions driven by geopolitical considerations
            can have far-reaching and negative consequences for the entire globe. It is therefore
            not surprising that issues of global health once largely fell outside of the realm
            of political rivalry, as exemplified in US-Soviet health cooperation during the height
            of the Cold War, for instance.
         

         In view of more recent developments, Germany must now grapple with how it should react
            to geopolitical tensions spilling over to global health governance and how it can
            reconcile this with the German approach towards multilateral action. Germany can be
            successful if it, firstly, avoids instrumentalising health governance unilaterally
            in order to achieve its own geopolitical goals, and secondly, pre-empts the geopolitical
            and unilateral actions of others.
         

      

   
      
         
            The US’s Health Strategy

            With the exception of the Trump presidency, during which time it turned its back on
               the WHO, the US has always been a leading player in global health policy. The Biden
               administration’s National Security Strategy also demonstrates this through its references to global health policy. The Security
               Strategy emphasises cooperation with “like-minded partners” on health issues and criticises
               China’s behaviour during the Covid-19 pandemic. It also underlines the role of the
               US as a donor to the WHO and the World Bank’s Pandemic Fund, and notably as a sponsor of the US President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR)
               that was initiated in 2003. All of this can be seen an expression of the US’s pronounced
               will to shape global health.
            

            This has been reinforced as various pre-existing offices were merged to create the
               Bureau of Global Health Security and Diplomacy under the State Department in August
               2023. The head of the Bureau describes global health security as a “key element” of US foreign policy, and health diplomacy is also the focus of two new divisions
               under the Bureau: the Office of Health Diplomacy and Capacity Development, and the Office of Regional and Multilateral Diplomacy. Diplomacy is therefore seen as necessary in forging new alliances in health governance.
            

            With a budget of almost US$7 billion in 2023, PEPFAR is the Bureau’s largest program. During debates on extending the program, its advocates in congress emphasised, among other things,
               its “soft power” and ability to play an important role on the African continent, especially
               as China expands its influence there through health diplomacy.
            

            Nonetheless, it is currently unclear whether the Bureau will receive the necessary
               financial resources in the coming years, especially considering that a Republican
               presidency would likely change US global health policy. Many conservative Republicans are in favour of introducing conditionalities to funding PEPFAR and aim to exclude
               institutions that provide abortion counselling or services. Thus, the issue of global
               health is not only politicised due to systemic rivalries between countries, but also
               instrumentalised for domestic political purposes.
            

            In conclusion, although the US’s global health efforts are increasingly characterised
               by domestic political conflict and the associated conditionalities, one thing is clear:
               The US is using global health policy to expand its geopolitical sphere of influence,
               especially in competition with China, and it is aiming to diplomatically forge new
               alliances to jointly combat health threats.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            China’s Global Role

            Even before Covid-19, China was already cooperating with countries in the Global South
               on health issues as part of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). This cooperation intensified during the pandemic as part of China’s so-called mask and vaccine diplomacy. The Chinese government’s approach differs from that of the US in the sense that
               national sovereignty has been enshrined as a cornerstone of China’s Global Security
               Initiative. In effect, foreign governments that receive aid from China maintain control over their own health policies, meaning that China’s Global Security Initiative and its health diplomacy don’t place explicit conditionalities on would-be recipient
               countries.
            

            Particularly when it comes to providing Covid-19 vaccinations, China filled a gap
               while other countries in the Global North reverted to “vaccine nationalism”. Further, China is establishing itself as an advocate for countries of the Global South in negotiations on the pandemic accord, particularly when it comes to intellectual
               property rights and access, and benefit-sharing. It can be assumed that China is hoping
               that these countries will support its geopolitical aspirations in return.
            

            Ultimately, China’s geopolitical ambitions are also expressed in its global health
               policies. On the one hand, China is expanding its sphere of influence through trade
               in medical goods, and on the other, it is entering into new alliances in the Global
               South.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            Germany’s Approach

            The fact that the German National Security Strategy discusses preventing and combating pandemics shows that the German government has
               recognised the importance of global health policy as a matter of national security.
            

            From a geopolitical perspective, however, the German Security Strategy only addresses
               import dependencies in the field of medical goods. The focus here is on the diversification
               of supply chains in the sense of “de-risking”. Beyond this, there are no further considerations
               of potential bilateral and multilateral diplomatic efforts which could strengthen
               Germany’s influence and improve cooperation and transparency in the early detection
               and prevention of health risks. The need for such approaches becomes all too clear
               when considering China’s lack of transparency throughout all phases of the Covid-19 pandemic.
            

            The German government’s strategy towards China specifically addresses the latter’s lack of cooperation by emphasising that WHO member
               states have fundamental reporting obligations. This clearly refers to China’s lack
               of transparency in dealing with Covid-19. Once again, Germany’s strategy towards China
               also highlights economic interdependencies as a risk in the supply of medical goods.
            

            Although the German government’s strategy towards China also sees it as a rival and
               contextualises health issues in this way, the multilateral approach of German foreign
               and security policy continues to dominate. The general bent of both the German Security
               Strategy and its strategy toward China are cooperation and coordination, even with
               “difficult” partners. However, neither strategy addresses how the German government
               intends to deal with states such as China, India or Russia that unilaterally approach
               health issues or use the medical goods trade and global health policy to pursue their
               geopolitical interests.
            

            Nonetheless, based on the experience of Covid-19 and in view of rising geopolitical
               tension, Germany should expect other countries to increasingly view global health
               policy as a field of geopolitical competition and as an instrument of foreign policy.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            The Possible German Way

            In view of shifting geopolitics, Germany should take on a stronger view of global
               health as a foreign and security policy issue. Yet in doing so, it should not “de-couple”
               from other countries, otherwise, the multilateral fight against health threats becomes
               considerably more difficult and the goal of creating a robust global health architecture
               is undermined.
            

            Geopolitical rivalries are increasingly jeopardising the improvement of the global
               health architecture. While Germany strives for multilateral action, it will not be
               able to prevent some actors from using the supply of vaccines or other counter-measures
               as instruments of economic or foreign policy coercion. It won’t be able to prevent
               others from not cooperating transparently in the fight against outbreaks.
            

            A possible German way could therefore be to transfer the “de-risking” strategy already
               applied to medical supply chains to other areas of global health policy. The German
               government should develop strategies in the event that countries are uncooperative
               in the fight against health threats or instrumentalise their global efforts for unilateral
               purposes or in advancement of their geopolitical interests. These strategic considerations
               must be spelled out and included in strategy documents.
            

            Three approaches in particular should be emphasised in Germany’s multilateral strategy
               toward geopolitical spillover in the realm of global health governance: Firstly, the
               pandemic accord, IHR reform (both ambitiously set to conclude in 2024), and health
               diplomacy similar to that of the US should allow for the establishment of a broad
               alliance of states. This alliance should be based on a shared understanding of global
               health governance and include states from the Global South. Secondly, Germany should
               attach very few/minimal conditionalities on global health programs. In this vein,
               it should work towards waiving such conditionalities in the “Global Gateway” initiative of the European Union (EU). By giving preference to countries such as
               Ethiopia, Cambodia or Mozambique when exporting medical goods, Germany could counterbalance
               Chinese influence. Thirdly, when exporting medical goods or initiating programs, Germany
               should keep an eye on the geopolitical ambitions of other actors and offer practical
               alternatives that bring its partners more advantages than those of other actors. Nevertheless,
               it is important to keep geopolitical tensions away from efforts to build a new global
               health architecture – as was achieved in the past and, above all, during the early
               stages of negotiations on the pandemic accord. In doing so, Germany can carve out
               its role as a reliable partner that does not use global health policy as a tool to
               expand its geopolitical influence, but rather to improve the health of partner countries’
               populations.
            

            Last but not least, the EU, having formulated the Global Health Strategy, is of great importance. Still, the Strategy takes (too) little account of geopolitical
               affairs, albeit with the exception of pharmaceutical import dependencies. Here, the
               EU is attempting to tackle these dependencies by relocating production to the EU and
               through stockpiling; but the aim should also be to diversify supply chains at the EU level in line with the German Security Strategy. Only by diversifying supply
               chains will the EU be able to overcome the current dependencies that make it vulnerable
               to economic coercion through trade restriction.
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