
1 February 2021 to 31 January 2022

COVID-19 
STRATEGIC PREPAREDNESS 

AND RESPONSE PLAN





1 February 2021 to 31 January 2022

COVID-19 
STRATEGIC PREPAREDNESS 

AND RESPONSE PLAN



iv

COVID-19 Strategic preparedness and response plan

WHO/WHE/2021.02

© World Health Organization 2021

Some rights reserved. This work is available under the Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 IGO licence (CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 
IGO; https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo).

Under the terms of this licence, you may copy, redistribute and adapt 
the work for non-commercial purposes, provided the work is appropriately 
cited, as indicated below. In any use of this work, there should be no 
suggestion that WHO endorses any specific organization, products or 
services. The use of the WHO logo is not permitted. If you adapt the work, 
then you must license your work under the same or equivalent Creative 
Commons licence. If you create a translation of this work, you should add 
the following disclaimer along with the suggested citation: “This translation 
was not created by the World Health Organization (WHO). WHO is not 
responsible for the content or accuracy of this translation. The original 
English edition shall be the binding and authentic edition”.

Any mediation relating to disputes arising under the licence shall be 
conducted in accordance with the mediation rules of the World Intellectual 
Property Organization (http://www.wipo.int/amc/en/mediation/rules/).

Suggested citation. COVID-19 Strategic preparedness and response plan. 
Geneva: World Health Organization; 2021. Licence: CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO.

Cataloguing-in-Publication (CIP) data. CIP data are available 
at http://apps.who.int/iris .

Sales, rights and licensing. To purchase WHO publications, see 
http://apps.who.int/bookorders . To submit requests for commercial use 
and queries on rights and licensing, see http://www.who.int/about/licensing .

Third-party materials. If you wish to reuse material from this work that 
is attributed to a third party, such as tables, figures or images, it is your 
responsibility to determine whether permission is needed for that reuse 
and to obtain permission from the copyright holder. The risk of claims 
resulting from infringement of any third-party-owned component in 
the work rests solely with the user.

General disclaimers. The designations employed and the presentation of 
the material in this publication do not imply the expression of any opinion 
whatsoever on the part of WHO concerning the legal status of any country, 
territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation 
of its frontiers or boundaries. Dotted and dashed lines on maps represent 
approximate border lines for which there may not yet be full agreement.

The mention of specific companies or of certain manufacturers’ products 
does not imply that they are endorsed or recommended by WHO 
in preference to others of a similar nature that are not mentioned. 
Errors and omissions excepted, the names of proprietary products 
are distinguished by initial capital letters.

All reasonable precautions have been taken by WHO to verify the information 
contained in this publication. However, the published material is being 
distributed without warranty of any kind, either expressed or implied. 
The responsibility for the interpretation and use of the material lies with 
the reader. In no event shall WHO be liable for damages arising from its use.

Cover photo: © WHO / P. Phutpheng

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo
http://www.wipo.int/amc/en/mediation/rules/
http://apps.who.int/iris
http://apps.who.int/bookorders
http://www.who.int/about/licensing


v
1 February 2021 to 31 January 2022
COVID-19 STRATEGIC PREPAREDNESS AND RESPONSE PLAN

CONTENTS

FOREWORD FROM THE DIRECTOR-GENERAL vi

ABOUT THIS DOCUMENT viii

PART I

SITUATION OVERVIEW 2
Epidemiological situation 2
Dynamic and uneven epidemiology is driven by variations in response 4
The epidemiological outlook for 2021 is uncertain 6
Emergence of SARS-CoV-2 variants 6
Accelerated research and innovations 6
Health systems require strengthening 7
Global collaboration and solidarity continues to be critical 7
Key lessons and challenges for 2021 8

PART II

STRATEGIC PREPAREDNESS AND RESPONSE PLAN 10
Strategic objectives 10
National-level preparedness and response 12

Pillar 1: Coordination, planning, financing, and monitoring 13
Pillar 2: Risk communication, community engagement and infodemic management 13
Pillar 3:  Surveillance, epidemiological investigation, contact tracing, 

and adjustment of public health and social measures 14
Pillar 4: Points of entry, international travel and transport, and mass gatherings 14
Pillar 5: Laboratories and diagnostics 15
Pillar 6: Infection prevention and control, and protection of the health workforce 15
Pillar 7: Case management, clinical operations, and therapeutics 16
Pillar 8: Operational support and logistics, and supply chains 16
Pillar 9: Maintaining essential health services and systems 16
Pillar 10: Vaccination 17

Adapting the response to changing and special contexts 18
Support for national preparedness and response 19

Translating knowledge into coordinated action 19
Global and regional coordination 21
Research and innovation 25
Strategic global and regional support for health system resilience 27
Prioritizing support to countries 28

Building for the future 29



vi
1 February 2021 to 31 January 2022
COVID-19 STRATEGIC PREPAREDNESS AND RESPONSE PLAN

In a little over 12 months the pandemic has claimed more than 2 million lives 
and damaged the economic and social fabric of every society. Across the 
world the pandemic has thrown existing inequalities into stark relief. Progress 
towards the Sustainable Development Goals has stalled, and in some cases 
may have reversed. Up to 100 million people have slipped into extreme 
poverty – the first rise in global poverty in more than two decades.

Ending the devastation wrought by COVID-19 requires coordinated global 
action. In 2020, WHO’s Strategic preparedness and response plan for COVID-19 
set out the key actions at national, regional, and global levels needed to 
suppress transmission, protect the vulnerable, reduce mortality and morbidity, 
and accelerate the development of the tools the world needs to turn the tide 
against the disease. Over the past year WHO has been at the centre of an 
unprecedented global effort from partners, national authorities, communities 
and the private sector to put that plan into action.

Through 157 global, regional, and national offices, WHO has worked with 
a broad coalition of partners to generate evidence and leverage expertise 
to guide the response, coordinate direct operational and technical support 
to drive implementation at the national level, and put the mechanisms in 
place to learn and adapt to a dynamic and rapidly evolving situation. Crucially, 
the race to develop COVID-19 vaccines, diagnostics and therapies catalyzed 
by the Global research roadmap and the Access to COVID-19 Tools (ACT) 
Accelerator has delivered results with unprecedented speed.

The world now stands at a pivotal juncture: we need a new plan of action. 
The arrival of the first generation of safe and effective COVID-19 vaccines 
was a moment of enormous hope, but its arrival has coincided with the 
emergence of new challenges, many of which threaten to exacerbate existing 
inequities. WHO’s COVID-19 Strategic preparedness and response plan 2021, 
and the accompanying Operational planning guidelines, set out the practical, 
coordinated action we must collectively take at the national, regional, and 
global level to overcome those challenges, address those inequities, and plot 
a course out of the pandemic.

The first Strategic preparedness and response plan for COVID-19 united a 
global coalition of partners behind a common set of objectives. That solidarity 
and unity of purpose has given rise to incredible achievements over the 
past 12 months. Countries have been supported to transform national and 
subnational COVID-19 preparedness and response capacities. When these 
capacities have fallen short, WHO and partners have come together to deliver 
solutions. The work done to coordinate and accelerate the development 
of vaccines, therapeutics and diagnostics has paid off, but it is now vital 
that these tools are used strategically for the global good.

The COVID-19 pandemic is in many respects unprecedented, but in no respect 
was it unforeseen. As we focus on our immediate collective response, it is vital 
that we learn from the mistakes, missteps and missed opportunities of the past 
if we are to avoid repeating them. That means learning from the mistakes of 
the HIV pandemic, when it took four decades for the global poor to get access 
to the life-saving medicines that were available in high-income countries. It 
means learning from the H1N1 pandemic, when the poor gained access to 
life-saving vaccines only once the pandemic was over. And it means learning 
from the Ebola epidemic in West Africa, which demonstrated that many years 
of hard-won development gains can be undone by a large-scale epidemic when 
there is underinvestment in epidemic preparedness and readiness, and that 
epidemic control relies on effective community engagement and the trust 
communities have in the government and health services.

FOREWORD FROM 
THE DIRECTOR-GENERAL
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An uncoordinated, “me-first” approach to vaccination not only condemns 
the world’s poorest and most vulnerable to unnecessary risk, it is strategically 
and economically self-defeating. Short-termism, and the pursuit of narrow 
national self-interest could have disastrous consequences in the medium 
term. The continued spread of SARS-CoV-2 around the world hastens the day 
that new variants of the virus will emerge with the potential to undermine 
the effectiveness of vaccines, therapeutics, and diagnostics; the restrictions 
needed to contain SARS-CoV-2 around the world will be unnecessarily 
prolonged, leading to increased human and economic suffering in every 
country, but hitting the poorest and most vulnerable hardest.

A recent study commissioned by the 
International Chamber of Commerce 
concluded that even with high vaccine 
coverage in high-income countries, 
restricted coverage elsewhere would 
cost high-income economies an 
additional US$ 2.4 trillion in 2021 
alone. Yet in the weeks since the first 
COVID-19 vaccines were approved, 
we have seen countries circumvent 
the ACT-Accelerator to make bilateral 

deals with manufacturers at the expense of the most vulnerable around 
the world. Vaccine equity is not just a moral imperative, it is a strategic and 
economic imperative. We call on all countries and partners to give greater 
priority to supporting the ACT-Accelerator reach its target to distribute 2 billion 
vaccine doses by the end of 2021, through sharing doses, funding the COVAX 
mechanism, and by supporting WHO to ensure that every country has the 
technical and operational capacity to vaccinate its most vulnerable groups.

The evidence is clear: solidarity, equity, and global leadership are the only 
routes out of the pandemic. WHO’s contribution to the COVID-19 Strategic 
preparedness and response plan 2021, and the ACT-Accelerator within 
it, provides the foundation on which we can build an effective, equitable 
response together, and end the acute phase of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus 
WHO Director-General

The COVID-19 pandemic is in many respects 
unprecedented, but in no respect was it 

unforeseen. As we focus on our immediate 
collective response, it is vital that we learn from 

the mistakes, missteps and missed opportunities 
of the past if we are to avoid repeating them.
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ABOUT THIS DOCUMENT

WHO published the first COVID-19 Strategic preparedness 
and response plan (SPRP) on 4 February, 2020, four days 
after the Director-General declared the novel coronavirus 
outbreak a public health emergency of international 
concern (PHEIC), WHO’s highest level of alarm under 
international law. As the COVID-19 pandemic evolved, 
the SPRP was updated in April 2020 to underline the 
importance of critical aspects of the public health 
response, and support countries to safely and sustainably 
transition out of the severe movement restrictions that 
had been put in place in some countries.

As we enter 2021, it is again important that we take stock 
of the evolving epidemiological situation around the 
world, including the emergence of SARS-CoV-2 variants 
of concern, review the lessons learned about the virus 
and our response, identify the gaps in our knowledge while 
anticipating the potential challenges ahead, and ensure 
a gender-responsive and equitable response based on 
a respect for human rights. We must adapt our strategic 
approach to COVID-19 at national and global levels to plan 
and support the rapid and equitable deployment of new 
tools such as rapid diagnostics and vaccines.

COVID-19 will not be the last health threat or emergency – 
many countries have already been forced to manage 
concomitant crises. The COVID-19 pandemic is a stark 
reminder that the costs of effective preparedness are 
dwarfed by the costs of a failure to prepare. The world 
now has an opportunity to build on progress made in 
2020 and move towards a sustainable future of emergency 
preparedness and readiness built on a foundation 
of strong and resilient health systems.

This document, the COVID-19 SPRP 2021 is intended to 
help guide the public health response to COVID-19 at 
national and subnational levels, and to update the global 
strategic priorities in support of this effort. This document 
was drafted based on the input of colleagues involved in 
the COVID-19 response across partners, response pillars, 
and at the national, regional, and global levels.

• Part I of this document gives a brief overview of the 
global epidemiological situation as we enter the first 
quarter of 2021, and summarizes the main challenges 
as we look forward.

• Part II sets out the strategic objectives for 2021, and 
describes the broad response strategy – from national 
level to global and regional coordination – through 
which we will achieve those objectives together: 
as individuals, families, communities, countries, 
regional and international organizations, and as 
partners, in solidarity.

In addition, this document is complemented by the 
COVID-19 Operational plan, which sets out:

• updated Operational planning guidelines to support 
country preparedness and response, which set out 
the key actions and measures to be taken at national 
and subnational level to ensure a comprehensive 
and effective response to COVID-19, including the 
implementation of new vaccines, therapeutics, and 
diagnostics in every country and context, including 
the most challenging and under-resourced contexts;

• strategic global and regional priorities to support 
national efforts, organized by response pillar;

• global and regional support to accelerate equitable 
access to new COVID-19 tools;

• research and innovation priorities under each 
response pillar;

• key performance indicators for monitoring 
and evaluation.
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