Correspondence

The Russian invasion of Ukraine and its public health
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The unprovoked and unjustified Russian invasion of
Ukraine on 24 February 2022 is already having terrible
consequences for health. As we write, only seven days
since Russian troops crossed the border, substantial
numbers on both sides have died, many due to Russian
attacks on civilian targets in violation of international
law.

This catastrophic turn of events comes hard on the
heels of the two-year COVID-19 pandemic during which
countries of Eastern Europe were among some of the
worst affected.” All governments are struggling to
replenish public finances, with health services facing
great pressures, yet the invasion is resulting in substan-
tial resources in Europe now being understandably
diverted to bolster defences.’

The Ukrainian health system is facing exceptional
pressure. Demand has vastly increased by the steeply
growing number of casualties caused by the attacks on
densely populated areas, alongside the ongoing needs
of those with serious infectious and chronic conditions.
However, its ability to meet these needs is being
severely depleted by the reckless destruction of infra-
structure, displacement of health workers and shortage
of essential supplies, including oxygen.

The physical and mental health problems experi-
enced by the anticipated millions of refugees and inter-
nally displaced persons will once again be substantial.*
This is a major challenge that European countries
appear to be responding to, although it is a sad reality
that those most in need will be the least likely to make
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the arduous and sometimes dangerous journey to find
safety outside of Ukraine. The long-term scars of physi-
cal injury and psychological trauma suffered by millions
in Ukraine will be felt long after this war is past.

The impact of these events will also be felt in the
months to come by the people of Russia and Belarus fol-
lowing imposition of unprecedented economic sanc-
tions. Their health systems will face severe shortages,
including modern therapies, many of which come from
Western countries. Beyond this, the social, economic
and political stresses will worsen the living conditions
of many, and may potentially trigger substantially
increased mortality similar to that seen following the
collapse of the Soviet Union.

We have spent decades collaborating with colleagues
in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union to
understand why population health in these countries
has historically lagged behind the West and what can be
done to close the gap. This has been motivated by a
desire to improve the health and welfare of ordinary
people and not to protect, burnish or advance the repu-
tations of governments or political leaders.

Along with much of the world we call for an end to
the fighting and for Russian forces to withdraw immedi-
ately before causing further death and injury. However,
the invasion of Ukraine raises particular questions for
all scientists who have worked collaboratively in the
region. We need to support, morally and practically, our
Ukrainian colleagues who face threats to their lives. We
welcome the decision of the European Union to offer
sanctuary to all Ukrainians. For Ukrainian researchers
and academics who leave their country we also need a
special international programme that provides them
with a supportive professional environment.

We note how several thousand scientists in Russia
have signed a letter opposing the invasion, despite the
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risks this entails to their careers and possibly their lib-
erty.” Those who are in danger due to their political
views or speak out against the war should be supported
by their international colleagues. More generally, we
believe that contacts between individual researchers
should be maintained and work continued to the extent
that it is possible, and support the decision by Elsevier
that its journals should not simply reject a scientific
paper because it is from Russian researchers.” However,
for now, institutional links between universities and
research institutes in Russia and other countries,
enshrined in formal agreements, should be suspended.

Finally, this war is not just about Ukraine and Rus-
sia. The threat of Russian expansion, with massive con-
sequences for global security and sustainable
development, coincides with other crises facing human-
ity including climate change and the prospect of future
pandemics. The world should be coming together to
tackle these existential global issues rather than being
forced to respond to this disastrous war and the human-
itarian crisis it is already creating.
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