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Letters

COVID-19: OPEN LETTER TO WHO AND MEMBER STATES

WHO must prioritise the needs of older people in its
response to the covid-19 pandemic
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The World Health Organization is the most influential global
body guiding responses to the covid-19 pandemic. It is working
around the clock to issue helpful guidance for technical experts
and the general public. WHO has just issued guidance for long
term care facilities,1 but it is not placed on the main page of
technical guidance reports. Instead, it is hidden behind a link
to guidance for schools, workplaces, and institutions. People
responsible for long term care facilities are unlikely to identify
with this link. Even more importantly, WHO has not issued any
guidance of specific relevance to the more than 98% of older
people who do not live in such facilities.
This is an alarming oversight, given that this age group accounts
for the large majority of severe cases and of deaths. This
oversight must be addressed immediately. WHO must issue
different sets of expert guidance on how to work with older
people, including those who are frail and cognitively impaired;
for older health workers, including those coming out of
retirement; and for older people and their families on managing

infection risks, dealing with symptoms, and mitigating wider
issues such as depression.
Unless WHO acts immediately to redress its neglect of older
people and covid-19, it will lose credibility as an organisation
with a special mandate to provide guidance to its member states.
Member states must urge WHO to act on this now and must
ring fence part of the covid-19 funding provided by WHO for
this purpose. They must also ensure that they prioritise the needs
of older people in their own national responses2 and in their
support for low and middle income countries.
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