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than notifications or consultations.” This means that, if gov-
ernment officials in a member state delay reporting a potential
public health emergency, WHO can use information from un-
official sources that may be available by email or the Internet,
for example, to assess the situation. WHO will consult with
the member state concerned and attempt to obtain verification
before taking any action; however, it can share the information
with other member states, and even directly with the public in
some situations. These alternatives for gathering information
are important, because the regulations do not describe penal-
ties for member states that fail to report, or for that matter fail
to comply with the regulations in other respects. 

In addition to protecting public health, another important
goal of the regulations is to prevent unnecessary economic
harm. In the event of a possible health emergency, countries
may be anxious to close their borders to protect their popula-
tions. Premature or unjustified closing of borders, however,
can have serious negative economic consequences. During
outbreaks of cholera in the 1990s in Peru and eastern Africa,
other countries banned imports of fish and other food prod-
ucts from the affected areas and restricted the entry of trav-
ellers from Peru, despite clear advice from WHO that there
was no justification for such measures. Peru estimated trade
losses for the year of the outbreak at over US$770 million.9,10

In 1994 India was hit with extensive restrictions on travel and
trade during a localized outbreak of plague, again contrary to
WHO advice; the estimated cost to India’s economy was
more than US$2 billion.9

To limit economic damages from public health emergen-
cies effectively, a multifaceted approach is necessary.11 The
new regulations attempt to prevent unnecessary interference
with international travel and trade by making WHO the pri-
mary arbiter on decisions related to controlling public health

threats. Once WHO has received information about an event,
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benefit if the country lacks the capacity to control the out-
break in its early stages. Early reporting could also trigger
rapid closing of international borders to travel and trade,
which could be devastating to their economies. Furthermore,
investment in surveillance infrastructure, as required by the
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the regional governments in many federal states. The federal
government may not have the legislative authority to require
surveillance that meets the standards of the regulations. Simi-
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tions in this area. Providing assistance and contributing toward
the development of stockpiles of antiviral drugs and vaccines
that can be used by developing countries may also alleviate
their anxiety about the equity of the reciprocal relationships
into which they have entered and thereby encourage the sharing
of viral isolates.22 Similarly, developing a compensation plan
for countries whose economy might be subsequently harmed
by the early reporting of public health emergencies could fur-
ther promote early reporting.

Conclusion

Public health officials have recognized the importance of col-
lective action to manage international health emergencies. If
countries fail to act, or act independently, it will result in a
less than optimal response that will increase the harms to their
citizens and disrupt the global economy. Compliance with the
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