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On April 2, world leaders from the G20—a group of
19 industrialised and emerging markets, plus the EU,
which represents 85% of the global economic output—
will meet in London at a summit hosted by the UK Prime
Minister, Gordon Brown. The top item on their agenda
is the financial crisis. A key, but neglected, dimension of
this crisis is the effect of the global economic downturn
on the health of the most vulnerable members of our
society. What should the health professions expect—and
ask for—from our political leaders?

A Comment in this week’s issue by Andy Guise and
colleagues discusses the problems with the G20 and
questions whether this group of countries, rather than

should not continue to impose economic restrictions on
recipient countries, which often negatively impact on
health. The “Put People First Campaign”—a civil society
movement that is organising a march in London before
the G20 summit—proposes a credible 12-point plan for
democratic economic governance. This plan needs to be
carefully studied for its potential benefits to health.

Ending trade protectionism is important. However,
because G20 countries are divided on this issue, a unified
agreement at the London summit seems unlikely. One
pragmatic way forward might be for countries that say
they want to end trade protectionism to take the brave
step of doing what they can alone.

Editorial

See Comment page 987
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questions whether this group of countries, rather than
the UN, should make decisions about the financial
crisis and its consequences. Last weekend's discussions
among G20 members over finalising the agenda for
the London summit does not bode well. The lack of
agreement suggests that there is a real risk of the
summit confusing rather than clarifying the search for
fair global solutions. One cause for hope is the host of
the summit, Gordon Brown, who has repeatedly called
for the need to strengthen, not weaken, ambitions for
alleviating poverty in the global response to the current
financial crisis.

But can Gordon Brown effectively lead other G20
leaders to embrace a development agenda at the London
summit? For 30 years, developing countries have
suffered far more from the failings of the international
financial system than any hardship that industrialised
countries are experiencing now. Poor countries should
not be left out in the cold, yet again, while powerful
nations make decisions that will determine the future of
the world economy. Gordon Brown could be the ally of
low-income countries. Here, we offer some suggestions
of what might be on the agenda of the London summit.

they want to end trade protectionism to take the brave
step of doing what they can alone.

G20 countries should resist the temptation of following
the actions of Italy, this year's G8 host, which has already
reduced its overseas development aid (ODA). Instead,
because the World Bank has estimated that 20 million
more people will be pushed into poverty for every 1%
decrease in economic growth, all countries should
recommit to spending 0-7% of their gross national
income on ODA by 2015 at the latest. And because more
money still leaves Africa as debt repayments than the
continent receives in aid, perhaps rich countries could
consider wiping the debt slate clean.

The financial crisis will also drive demand for public
health services and so global efforts towards health
system strengthening should be reinforced. The High-
Level Taskforce on Innovative Financing for Health
Systems convened by Gordon Brown, and which will
report to the UN General Assembly this September, could
have a vast source of income if the G20 take the bold step
of ending the practice of illegal flight capital—money
leaving developing countries that escapes the detection
of regulation agencies. According to a report from Global
Financial Integrity, in 2006, an estimated US$850 billion

Formoreonthe effect of the
global economic downturn on
health see http:/fwwwwho.nt/
pmnch/topics/economics/
200901_whofen/index html and
Comment Lancet 2009;
373:355-56
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(IMF), the World Bank, and the World Trade Organization
would be a good start but the lack of agreement from
G20 countries on what such restructuring should look
like suggests that there will be political gridlock. It would
be useful if the countries, such as China, the UK, and the
USA, who are in support of an increase in IMF voting
rights of emerging markets and developing countries,
attended the summit with a detailed proposal on how
such a system could work. At the very least, the IMF
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to $1.06 trillion left developing countries in this way.
Furthermore, Europe ranks second in the overall share of
illicit inancial flows from developing countries.

If Gordon Brown is really serious about alleviating
global poverty and reducing health and social in-
equalities, he must not let the London summit look
inwards and ignore the plight of poorer countries. Never
has there been such a need for strong and just leadership.
Prime Minister Gordon Brown, we hope that you will
respond to this challenge. m The Lancet
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G8-G20: standing at a crossroads

All eyes were on Canada, as first the G8 summit in
Muskoka and then the G20 summit in Toronto delivered
their visions for the future. It is the first time that the
two groups have met so close in time and space, and
provides an opportunity to gauge what we can and
should expect in terms of global health governance from
two very different groups.

A welcome cornerstone of the G8's final communiqué
was the Muskoka Initiative, which secks to raise US$30
billion of new funds from GB members plus a group of
non-G8 countries over the next 5 years to meet Millennium
Development Goals 4 and 5 on maternal, newborn, and
child health. However, with the 2011 G8 hosts, France,
yet to commit to keeping maternal, newborn, and child
health on next year's agenda, and with the G8 still liking
its wounds after falling 515 billion short of its 2005
Gleneagles commitments, there is ample opportunity for
the G20 to seize the initiative on global health.

The G20 were willing to take up the slack from the
G8 on that most benighted of issues, financial regu-

lation. On June 23, 2010, we published a Viewpoint
by Sudeep Chand and colleagues that posed the
question: should health be next? Judging by the final
communiqué from Toronto, the G20 does not yet have
an answer. The communiqué mentions health only
once, in the context of strengthening social safety nets
However, it did commit to forming a Working Group
on Development tasked with devising a development
agenda to be outlined at the Seoul G20 summit in
November. Health has to be central to this agenda.
Brazil, Russia, India, and China signalled their
intention to take a more active role in world
affairs in June last year, with Russian President
Dmitry Medvedev marking the first ever summit
between the four countries by saying they wanted to
“create the conditions for a fairer world order”. These
countries have the political and economic capital
to set the G20 agenda on health, so let us hope they
recognise that health security is not an optional extra

fora stable and prosperous world. B The Lancet
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