
Open letter to World Health Organisation and United Nations Environment Programme 

Dear Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus and Ms. Inger Andersen, 

COVID-19: Holistic, equitable solutions are required to improve human and planetary health 

and reduce zoonotic pandemic risks  

We, the undersigned individuals and organisations, commend the work the UN is doing to tackle 

the COVID-19 disease pandemic and its socio-economic consequences1. The recently released 

UN Framework for the immediate socio-economic response to COVID-19 outlines the importance 

of shared responsibility and integration2. However, more action is required, particularly on the 

environmental front. Urgent, far-reaching steps must be taken to reduce zoonotic pandemic risks 

and secure a better future not only for humans but also for nature, which underpins the health 

and well-being of all humanity3. It is vital that any actions taken are appropriate and lead to 

socially just outcomes which contribute to – not detract from – the development of economically 

resilient livelihoods for those hundreds of millions of the world’s most vulnerable who depend 

on wild resources for their survival. 

COVID-19 is inflicting unprecedented social and economic costs on countries and communities, 

with the poor and vulnerable hardest hit. The disease’s suspected links with a Chinese ‘wet 

market’ has led to calls to ban wet markets and restrict or end the trade, medicinal use and 

consumption of wildlife4. However, indiscriminate restrictions risk being inequitable and 

ineffective. Wet markets, wildlife trade and consumption, and disease risks are all complex 

subjects. Wet markets (not all of which sell wild meat) provide invaluable food security; billions 

of people worldwide trade or consume wild meat and rely on wildlife use for livelihoods, while 

diseases are transmitted from domestic stock as well as wildlife.  

There is an urgent need to tackle wildlife trade that is illegal, unregulated or carries major risks 

to human health, biodiversity or animal welfare. However, long-term success will require a 

holistic approach, including tackling issues like land conversion and industrial agriculture, which 

have been scientifically proved as major drivers of emerging infectious disease and pandemic risk 

as well as biodiversity loss5. To reduce future pandemic risk, we need to address diverse risk 

factors and safeguard natural habitats, in a targeted, socially just and resilient way. Therefore, 

we recommend that the WHO and UNEP use their individual and collective expertise to: 

• Work with relevant agencies and experts to identify situations in which wildlife trade 
and/or consumption poses high risks to zoonotic disease transmission, biodiversity conservation 
or welfare, and strengthen or develop tailored, locally appropriate strategies along the entire 
supply chain to reduce those risks; 

                                                           
1 www.un.org/en/un-coronavirus-communications-team/un-working-fight-covid-19-and-achieve-global-goals  
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5 http://www.ipes-food.org/_img/upload/files/COVID-19_CommuniqueEN.pdf 



• Initiate a coordinated response to the risks of pandemic emergence and biodiversity loss 
through the UN Environmental Management Group to raise intergovernmental awareness of the 
important role biodiversity plays in underpinning human health, the health risks associated with 
habitat destruction, and the value of sustainable use of biological resources in line with the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD);  
• Build partnerships across WHO, UNEP and other key stakeholders to explore how health 
considerations could be better aligned with trade regulations within the CITES framework, in 
clear recognition that biodiversity loss, unregulated trade and human health are inextricably 
linked; 
• Effectively engage with the CBD’s ongoing process to develop the post-2020 Global 
Biodiversity Framework to assist government, multilateral organisations, the commercial sector 
and other institutions to fund the protection of nature and support science- and human-rights-
based, equitable approaches to conservation, in order to achieve the Sustainable Development 
Goals, and deliver comprehensive improvements to both human and planetary health. 

The reasons for our recommendations are set out below.  

1. Pandemic risk reduction measures must not exacerbate poverty and inequality 

Since its inception, the WHO has defined health as ‘a state of complete physical, mental and 

social well-being’. Health is inextricably linked to nature, which underpins our physical and 

mental wellbeing, and to poverty. The COVID-19 pandemic is far more than an immediate health 

crisis: it is also unleashing unprecedented economic and social chaos. It is currently estimated to 

be costing the global economy US$1 trillion in 2020 alone6, with the International Labour 

Organisation predicting cutbacks equivalent to nearly 200 million full-time workers in just three 

months7. Marginalised and vulnerable communities are likely to bear the brunt of these impacts, 

with UNDP warning that nearly half the jobs in Africa could be lost8. Worldwide, nearly half a 

billion more people could be pushed into poverty9, with the crisis disproportionately affecting 

women. Over half the global population could be living in poverty after the pandemic, with 

particularly severe impacts in sub-Saharan Africa, North Africa and the Middle East8.  

As the COVID-19 crisis will deepen poverty and damage health, potentially for generations, it is 
unconscionable that measures aimed at preventing future pandemics should compound this by 
further disadvantaging the world’s most vulnerable people, for instance through indiscriminate 
bans on food markets, or unnecessary restrictions on wildlife trade. Millions of poorer 
households, especially in rural areas, are particularly dependent upon using wild resources for 
income and as insurance against economic shocks, whilst in urban areas millions more rely upon 
affordable produce from wet markets for food security.  Over a billion people in developing 
countries rely on fish as a major food source, while countless livelihoods worldwide rely on using 
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and trading wildlife, including selling and consuming wild meat, fish, insects and plants, extracting 
timber and forest products, and many other activities. Many of these activities are legal, 
regulated and essential for livelihoods, and pose no significant threat to human health or 
biodiversity conservation - indeed, when well regulated, wildlife trade can actually be beneficial 
for conservation. Indiscriminate restrictions risk unnecessarily exacerbating poverty and 
inequality without commensurate benefits.  

2. Wildlife trade must be addressed in a targeted, tailored and effective way  

Wildlife trade, particularly in ‘wet markets’, has become a central part of the discourse around 
COVID-19, and it has been suggested that banning wet markets, and banning or severely 
restricting wildlife trade and consumption, could reduce future pandemic risks10. However, these 
are complex topics. Wet markets underpin the informal food systems on which millions of urban 
and rural people depend. They sell a range of fresh produce: fruit and vegetables, fish, livestock 
and, sometimes, wildlife. Wildlife trade and consumption encompasses a wide variety of species, 
both common and rare, and a vast array of uses including food, medicines, clothing, textiles, pets 
and ornaments. Its drivers and dynamics are complex and varied. Even if wildlife trade bans were 
just focused on food, it is important to note that zoonotic diseases also emerge from domestic 
species. Focusing on Asian markets also ignores the fact that billions of people, in both the Global 
North and South, consume wild meat from both common and ‘exotic’ species. Furthermore, 
current proposals to ban all wildlife trade undermine both the spirit and efficacy of the 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), which seeks to regulate trade 
for the benefit of species conservation and enable trade that is legal, sustainable, and supportive 
of conservation and human livelihoods.  It would be more productive for the WHO, UNEP and 
other stakeholders to work with CITES to align human health considerations with the objectives 
of the Convention.   

Suggestions that pandemics could be avoided by imposing a global ban on wildlife markets or 
indiscriminately restricting wildlife trade are simplistic and risk enormous unintended 
consequences, including criminalising and further impoverishing countless people. Externally-
imposed bans can drive trade underground and enmesh it with other organised criminal activity, 
as occurred after the 2013-2016 Ebola outbreak11. In that situation, regulations would become 
harder to enforce, with lower standards of hygiene and animal welfare, and higher likelihood of 
zoonotic disease outbreak. Furthermore, demand may remain if a legal supply is suddenly 
removed (especially if captive breeding is also banned, as some recommend9), risking a rise in 
black market prices and increased incentives for poaching. This could accelerate the exploitation 
and extinction of species in the wild. The risks associated with indiscriminate trade restrictions 
highlight the need for targeted regulation and enforcement tailored to each specific situation, at 
the appropriate level. This will increase the likelihood of achieving desired outcomes while 
reducing unintended consequences for people and wildlife.  
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3. Holistic, far-sighted solutions are required to improve human and planetary health 

This pandemic is a wake-up call with regard to our destructive relationship with nature. Wildlife 
trade is only one of many factors that must be addressed to reduce zoonotic disease outbreaks, 
secure biodiversity and improve human and planetary health. Habitat destruction and industrial 
agriculture play key roles in increasing zoonotic disease transmission from wildlife to humans12, 
as people and their livestock come into ever closer proximity to wild species and pathogens. In 
addition to catastrophic ecological impacts, the destruction of nature, in conjunction with climate 
change, has long-term, devastating impacts on human health.  

The role of domestic species in zoonotic outbreaks such as pandemic influenza must also be 
considered. Disease risks and welfare in farmed-animal supply chains should also be examined 
robustly, with risk reduction strategies targeted at the highest-risk species, whether domestic or 
wild. More widely, holistic approaches should be developed which look beyond pandemics, such 
as limiting antibiotic use in livestock to reduce risks of antibiotic resistance, which poses a major 
danger to human health. Business as usual cannot continue, and the WHO and UNEP are well 
positioned to encourage governments and other agencies to fully recognise the interconnected 
nature of planetary and human health, and coordinate the urgent development of a better and 
more equitable future for humans and the ecosystems which underpin our society.  

Summary  

The response to COVID-19 has demonstrated that transformational action is possible if 
governments and citizens are convinced that the risks of inaction outweigh the costs. We urgently 
need similar transformational action to safeguard nature, delivering critical long-term benefits 
for both human and planetary health as part of our response to COVID-19. Robust, long-lasting 
measures must be taken to safeguard and adequately fund the protection of nature and invest 
in science- and rights-based conservation and restoration. Devastating as the COVID-19 
pandemic is, recovery from this crisis provides an unparalleled opportunity to create a better and 
more sustainable future. We must change our relationship with nature and develop appropriate 
strategies to equitably and sustainably manage the biodiversity upon which so many livelihoods 
depend. Changes must be inclusive, well-considered and socially and economically just, and every 
care must be taken not to exacerbate poverty and amplify existing inequalities.  

The sustainable and inclusive management of nature is recognised throughout the UN as a key 
element to achieving poverty reduction objectives and meeting the Sustainable Development 
Goals. Indiscriminate restrictions on wildlife trade will devastate livelihoods, cause major harm 
to human health and well-being and undermine human rights, without significant benefits for 
biodiversity or health. Strategic, equitable and holistic approaches are more likely to reduce 
pandemic risks, achieve a better future for both human and planetary health, and should be a 
core component of future WHO/UNEP recommendations. 
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CC: 

Achim Steiner, Administrator UNDP 
Elizabeth Murema, Acting CEO, CBD 
Qu Dongyu, Director General, FAO 
Yvonne Higuero, CITES Secretary General 
Michele Bachelet, UN Human Rights Commissioner 
David Boyd, UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights and Environment 
David Nabarro, Special Envoy to WHO DG on COVID19 
 


