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China, a country with a political system at a considerable remove from the ideal of
deliberative democracy and which operates against the background of a constant fear

of any form of social or political instability, chose to maximize the lives of its inhabitants
and took draconian measures without too many economic considerations.

This is in stark contrast to the idea which circulated in the Western world, that we all
accept some level of ‘flexible’ lock-down with a view to save primarily the lives of
ageing people. While the Chinese extended their hospital capacities in record-breaking
time and brought back Chinese citizens living abroad, this was hardly a consideration
for most western countries.

In a sense, some western countries considered the opposite extreme: We must

create herd-immunity and simply isolate the most vulnerable. The UK, Sweden and

the Netherlands were betting on this option in the beginning of the pandemic, hoping
that thereby they can avoid great economic loss. Most western countries, though,

settled with some hesitation on the modus operandi of instituting precautionary measures
based on the capacities of national health systems — without considering investing

in, or extend these health systems. They followed a predominantly economic rationale which
set boundaries for the measures that local governments or communities

could consider. This modus operandi relativised the importance of the measures

taken, at the same time it rendered them permanently contestable.

However, the longer western societies needed to endure the varying degrees of
precautionary measures. the more they had to face the challenge of providing democratic
deliberation on the choice of objectives and measures. These national deliberations

are necessary while at the same time, we should not loose sight of the global

dimension, which includes the important dimension of international justice.

Although most would see the development of a vaccine as a scientific-technical

challenge, we have the realize that both the access to a vaccine and the distribution
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of the vaccine raises a major social challenge. Below I will address both aspects.
Free or affordable access to vaccines

The access to a vaccine requires a rethinking of the private-public dimension of the
innovation process. The research and development process of a vaccine will not get
off the ground under the current labor divisions among the public and private sphere.
The few globally operating pharmaceutic companies would not invest in research
and development at their own initiative. There is no economic rationale that would
incentivize them to do so. Sadly, this is actually the case for most of the top global
public health threats: Malaria, the disease affecting the largest group of people on
earth is primarily funded through philanthropic support (Bill Gates Foundation) and
the combat of infectious diseases with new generation antibiotics is virtually fully
neglected, and big pharma has left the field to start-ups?.In the pre-Covid period
there were only 16 research projects on SARS and MERS with a commercial partner,
all of them exclusively small companies and dependent on public means. The
current promising potential vaccines for COVID-19 are all arising from publicly
funded start-ups or public institutions. (AstraZeneca works with Oxford University,
Pfizer with BioNtech, and Johnson &Johnson with Janssen).

The exceptional case of Covid-19 has led public authorities to massively invest in
research on Covid and subsidize multinationals for its productions. Public authorities
have required research and innovation to give up their usual closed and competition-
based way of operation and incentivized them to shift to an open science mode:
Open, global scientific collaboration, early data sharing and knowledge sharing prior
to publishing, open access to scientific resources and unprecedented cooperation

among companies, public authorities and researchers.

Although some companies have stated to market at production costs, intellectual
property rights on scientific findings and data remain with the industry. Reasonable

free access to vaccines can only be guaranteed if public authorities will insist that
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vaccines produced with public means cannot become subject of profit-based marketing,
e.g. that citizens have to pay twice: first for the research and development of

the vaccine, and subsequently for acquiring the vaccine. However, with the backing

of national governments the vaccine will most likely turn in national public goods
through financing the free access to it. However, the case of the promising BioNtech
vaccine demonstrates that it was for Europe a narrow escape, as the scenario of public
funding of BioNtech with European funds and the subsequent exclusive marketing

of the vaccine by Pfizer in the United States was looming. A last-minute deal

among the European Commission that had to insist on liability of Pfizer for its product
on the European market had prevented that doom-scenario.

Global distribution of the vaccine; the vaccine as a first planetary public good.

The deployment of the vaccine poses a further social challenge. Vaccines are only
effective, in terms of public health, when a large proportion of the population will
make use of an effective vaccine. Most western countries assume that the individual
self-interest of their citizens will drive a sufficient proportion of the population to
acquire the vaccine in order to serve a general public interest, so that legal requirements
to do so are not necessary. Yet, under circumstances of global mobility only

sufficient vaccination at a planetary scale will prove to be effective on the long term.
The WHO rightly insists on affordable access to the vaccine at a planetary scale. If

we follow the WHO, we will constitute with a COVID-19 a first planetary global

good. However, on 29 March 2021, 10 countries posessed 76 % of the globally
available amount of vaccines®.

This requires intensified global governance, which is currently under threat from
severe nationalistic tendencies. Let COVID-19 not be an exceptional case, and set an
example for the production or save-guarding of equally important other planetary

public goods, such as access to clean water and other resources underlying major
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sustainable development goals* This will require both a lasting shift from a too
competitive closed science towards a more collaborative and open science as well as
fundamental rethinking of the labour divisions between the public and private sphere

to address the market-failures to innovate®.
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