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IMPROVING GLOBAL HEALTH

Communicable (infectious) and non-communicable (non-infectious) diseases
seriously endanger individual wellbeing and global health, and threaten the global
economy. Strong short- and long-term evidence-based strategies are needed. The
G20 Academies of Sciences call for (1) the strengthening of healthcare and public
health systems, (2) applying existing and emerging knowledge, (3) addressing the
broader social and environmental determinants of health, (4) reducing serious
risk factors for disease through education and promotion of healthy life styles,
(5) ensuring access to health resources globally, and (6) enhancing and extending
robust strategies for surveillance and information-sharing. Furthering research is a
prerequisite for providing knowledge and new tools to meet these challenges.

Communicable diseases (CDs) and noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) continue to burden
all nations and require urgent action. Around the
globe, their impact is devastating, leading not
only to individual and family suffering, but also to
tremendous healthcare costs, loss of workforce, and
declines in productivity and prosperity. Together
these present a serious and continuously growing
threat to healthcare and public health systems,
economic growth, social cohesion and equity, and
even to international security.
The recent Ebola and Zika epidemics have shown
that a disease in one country can have serious effects
on other countries around the globe. Preparedness
for future outbreaks of emerging and re-emerging
diseases urgently needs improvement. In addition,
the interrelationship between CDs and NCDs can
no longer be ignored: at least 15 percent of all new
cancer cases worldwide (17.5 million in 2015) are
caused by infectious agents.1,2 In turn, NCDs may
also increase an individual’s risk of certain infectious
diseases: for example, 15 percent of the tuberculosis
burden may be linked to type II diabetes.3
Scientific research continues to improve the
understanding of the causes and contexts of
different diseases and how they are interrelated.
This knowledge leads to more effective measures
for prevention, medical interventions and disease
control. Application of existing knowledge has been
inadequate, however.
In order to reduce the burden of disease, the
following areas require particular attention: public
health and living conditions, risk factors and healthy
lifestyles, interactions between CDs and NCDs.
Public health measures such as vaccination,
sanitation, water treatment and supply, and waste
management have improved the lives of billions of
people, but their implementation is still not adequate.
In addition, there are many challenges that interfere
with good living conditions and good health, and
these must be addressed: e.g. poverty and inequality,
population growth, climate change, armed conflicts,
population displacement, natural and man-made
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disasters, megacities, violence, traffic and other
injuries, environmental degradation and pollution, as
well as loss of biodiversity.
Scientific research has shown the overarching and
growing importance of risk factors associated with
major NCDs (e.g. cancer, cardiovascular diseases,
mental illnesses). Treatable or preventable risk factors
include overweight, malnutrition, frailty, abuse of
substances such as tobacco, alcohol and drugs, lack
of physical activity, dysfunctional microbiota, and
infectious agents. One single risk factor can be linked
to various diseases: for example, smoking is a major
risk factor associated with cancer, cardiovascular
diseases, asthma and chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease (COPD).
Measures to reduce CDs will also reduce NCDbased mortality: highly effective strategies already
exist for the diagnosis, therapy and prevention
of most infections that are known to increase
the risk of cancer. These strategies include
vaccination programmes as well as treatments using
antimicrobials against infectious agents such as
Helicobacter pylori, human papillomavirus, hepatitis
B virus or hepatitis C virus.*

In view of these challenges, the Science20 network recommends actions in the following areas:
1. Provide reliable and resilient health systems
• Ensure strong systems for health that include
– robust public health services encompassing disease surveillance, epidemiology,
laboratory capacity, prevention, education and risk reduction programmes.
– accessible, appropriate and comprehensive primary and other medical care, including
quality vaccination.
• Apply existing knowledge to prevent
– infection-associated cancer (e.g. cervical carcinoma, hepatoma and stomach cancer) by
preventive vaccination (human papillomavirus and hepatitis B virus) or other treatment
(hepatitis C virus and Helicobacter pylori).
– diseases related to alcohol or tobacco by regulation and education.
– diseases such as type II diabetes or cardiovascular diseases by treating hypertension and
reducing obesity.
2. Address social, environmental and economic determinants of health
• Ensure clean air and water (including wastewater treatment and waste management),
sanitation, adequate and safe housing, and liveable healthy cities.
• Beginning in early childhood, promote health literacy and knowledge about risk factors
and adequate hygiene.
• Facilitate programmes to empower and educate multipliers such as family heads, peers,
health workers, employers and teachers.
• Eliminate malnutrition and improve dietary education, e.g. in schools, by raising awareness
about nutrition and food quality, as well as support access to appropriate diets.
3. Strategic instruments
• Implementing global access to quality vaccines, diagnostics, medical devices and
therapeutic drugs at affordable prices. This would also help to reduce the misuse of
antibiotics and, consequently, antimicrobial resistance.
• Educating on the evidence-based safety and the benefits of vaccinations to increase
confidence in vaccines.
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•

Developing of combined strategies for global surveillance to detect, track and control CDs
and NCDs. This includes strengthening and extending disease reporting, laboratory capacity,
syndromic surveillance, and innovative data mining strategies, as well as information sharing. Better coordination of human, animal and environmental health systems (“One Health
concept”) is important, especially with respect to early detection of and response to threats.

3. WHO: Diabetes & TB – fact sheet. (2016). http://www.who.int/
tb/publications/diabetes_tb.pdf [accessed 30 January 2017].

• Support of robust, active surveillance networks and facilitating of prompt reporting about
outbreaks:
– Provide incentives for immediate response and access to financial support.
– Ensure that evidence-based scientific data and sound public health policies define
actions taken by countries directly and indirectly affected by outbreaks.

* For some cancer-associated viruses (e.g. Epstein-Barr virus)
treatment or preventive vaccine is not yet available.

• Support basic and applied research, within and among countries, because research is vital
for providing knowledge and new tools for current and future challenges.
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