Statement by the European Public Health Association (EUPHA)
and the Association of Schools of Public Health (ASPHER)
to unite for strong leadership for public health
The COVID-19 pandemic has shown the importance of public health leadership. Countries that had
strong public health leadership were better able to design and implement rapid and effective
responses that reduced the spread of infection, minimized the impact on lives and the economy, and
engaged with the public (1). As we move into the second year of the pandemic, it is more important
than ever that public health professionals at local, national, and international levels, working with
others involved in the management of the outbreak, are equipped to assume leadership roles. This
means that they must keep up to date with the rapidly changing knowledge of this disease and what
works, and what does not, to control it. They must ensure that they have the skills and competencies
needed to address not just the pandemic, but also the complexities of communicating information
to the public, and fixing the fractures in our societies that left so many people vulnerable to the
consequences of this disease. And this means that they must come together, transcending
disciplinary and professional boundaries, to find solutions (2). Public health organisations and
workforce remain the backbone of the response to pandemics and any future health threats – they
must be empowered to enact effective, agile, and responsive measures (3).
COVID-19 has brought to light many weaknesses of international and national health systems as
countries navigate the interrelationships between the delivery of public health and research
agendas. Austerity policies have worsened inequalities in health and added to the burden of noncommunicable disease, making our populations more susceptible to COVID-19 infection and more
likely to experience severe illness and death. Reinforcing international collaboration should be at the
forefront of all our actions (4). Public health must be a key priority moving forward and governments
must prepare long-term strategies for emergency preparedness and improved health, based on
sustainable health systems that leave no-one behind.
We are committed to addressing the barriers faced by underrepresented groups, in the policies we
advocate and in our actions. We have an explicit focus on reducing health inequalities within and
between countries. We will lead by example, developing actionable policy recommendations in
collaboration with our partners at European level. On tackling inequalities, we will be champions of
best practice in delivering the policies we advocate to others. Workforce diversity in gender, age,
race, and background all positively impact on leadership outcomes and the achievement of better
health. We will strive for equality of opportunity and celebrate diversity. We will ensure our
analysis, advocacy and action are diverse, inclusive and representative of the people we serve.

Over recent years, public health has suffered from major cuts in funding, in part due to policies
pursued in response to the economic crisis, which have reduced the ability of governments to
generate sufficient human, physical, and knowledge resources. This lack of resources has directly
impacted on the preparedness and ability of health systems to deliver services. In tandem, public
health specialists and experts have been underappreciated and often ignored as a key partner when
decisions are taken (3). This approach is not sustainable. We need long-term investment in people
and systems that can meet the growing challenges facing public health services.
The EU is responding with the ambitious new EU4Health (2021-2027). As Stella Kyriakides,
Commissioner for Health and Food Safety, has said, with €5.1 billion of investment, it ‘will help
strengthen our crisis preparedness and management of cross-border health threats as well as
reinforcing the EU's healthcare systems overall. EU4Health opens up a new chapter for EU health
policy, and sends a clear signal to people in Europe that public health is our priority’ (5).
This is an important step towards realizing the vision set out by European Commission President
Ursula von der Leyen for Building a European Health Union: ‘The coronavirus pandemic has
highlighted the need for more coordination in the EU, more resilient health systems, and better
preparation for future crises’ (6). It also aligns with the WHO European Programme of Work, 2020–
2025: United Action for Better Health in Europe, which seeks to support health authorities in
Member States to rise to that challenge, in each country and collectively in the Region to be able to
meet the expectations of their citizens for universal access to quality care without fear of financial
hardship; effective protection against health emergencies; and healthy communities, where public
health actions and appropriate public policies secure a better life in an economy of well-being (7).
The momentum for cooperation created by the COVID-19 crisis must continue after the pandemic
subsides. Moving forward, it is of utmost importance that public health is strengthened at its core, to
ensure that it can respond to pandemics and other potential future health threats (5).
We, the Association of Schools of Public Health in the European Region (ASPHER) and the European
Public Health Association (EUPHA) are committed to continuing our long-standing collaboration,
working to ensure that the European public health workforce stays strong, well-trained, and
committed as public health leaders (8). ASPHER and EUPHA – recognizing that public health
leadership is now more important than ever – are coming together in solidarity to emphasize the
need to:





Promote multidisciplinary approaches, taking into account the breadth and depth of the
field of public health;
Promote the exchange of practice, research, translation of knowledge, training and public
policies in collaboration with stakeholders throughout Europe and the world, to increase
coordination in responses not only to COVID-19 but in general; and
Continue to engage with European and international networks to ensure better
coordination.
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The Association of Schools of Public Health in the European Region
(ASPHER) is the key independent European organisation dedicated
to strengthening the role of public health by improving education
and training of public health professionals for both practice and
research. ASPHER is a membership organisation of institutions,
spread across EU and wider across WHO European Region, which
are collectively concerned with the education and training, and professionalism, of those entering and working
within the public health workforce.
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The European Public Health Association, or EUPHA in short, is an umbrella
organisation for public health associations in Europe. Our network of
national associations of public health represents around 23’000 public
health professionals. Our mission is to facilitate and activate a strong voice
of the public health network by enhancing visibility of the evidence and by
strengthening the capacity of public health professionals. EUPHA
contributes to the preservation and improvement of public health in the European region through capacity
and knowledge building. We are committed to creating a more inclusive Europe, narrowing all health
inequalities among Europeans, by facilitating, activating, and disseminating strong evidence-based voices from

the public health community and by strengthening the capacity of public health professionals to achieve
evidence-based change.
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