Elders warn against bilateral pandemic deals that could impact

multilateral cooperation

LONDON, 21 November 2025

The Elders caution that bilateral agreements giving access to pathogen data could fragment
multilateral arrangements for pandemic preparedness and response, which are needed to keep
all people safe from future threats.

Several countries are being approached to sign long-term bilateral agreements that make giving
access to pathogen samples and genetic sequencing data a condition for resuming global health
assistance. These arrangements include commitments that access to specimens can be retained
for up to 25 years. To date, there is no assurance that countries providing this data would
receive timely sharing of the benefits, including the vaccines, therapeutics, and diagnostics
developed from it.

This development comes as World Health Organization member states continue negotiations
on a pathogen access and benefit-sharing annex to the Pandemic Agreement adopted in May.
These negotiations have principles of equity and solidarity at their core.

Parallel systems created through bilateral agreements should not undermine the foundations of
global preparedness and response being built at the multilateral level. Once multilateralism is
hollowed out, it is hard to rebuild.

The Elders support the objectives of the Accra Reset, which encourage countries to assert
health sovereignty. Bilateral agreements that do not pair pathogen access with benefit-sharing
would be unlikely to advance that goal. Coordination within and across regions could help
ensure that any engagement on pathogen data reinforces fair access to life-saving
countermeasures. Where bilateral arrangements are considered, full participation in the
multilateral system for data access and benefit-sharing should be maintained.

Decisions taken now will determine whether the world can build a future of shared safety and
collective action, and whether all people are protected from pandemic threats.
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About The Elders
The Elders are independent global leaders working for peace, justice, human rights and a
sustainable planet. The group was founded by Nelson Mandela in 2007.

The Elders are Gro Harlem Brundtland, Helen Clark, Elbegdorj Tsakhia, Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein, Hina
Jilani, Denis Mukwege, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, Graca Machel (Deputy Chair), Juan Manuel Santos
(Chair), Mary Robinson and Ernesto Zedillo.

Ban Ki-moon, Lakhdar Brahimi, Fernando Henrique Cardoso, Ricardo Lagos and Muhammad Yunus
are Elders Emeritus.

Desmond Tutu (1931-2021) and Kofi Annan (1938-2018) were founding members of The Elders and
served as Chairs from 2007 to 2013 and 2013 to 2018 respectively. Ela Bhatt (1933-2022) and Martti

Ahtisaari (1937 - 2023) were members of The Elders from 2007 to 2016 and 2009 to 2018
respectively. Jimmy Carter (1924-2024) was also a founding member of The Elders.

Find out more

For biographies of the Elders, blogs, photos, videos and more information about their work please
go to www.theElders.org.

Follow The Elders on LinkedIn, Twitter, Facebook, Instagram and YouTube.
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