
 

 

To: Ursula von der Leyen  
President of the European Commission 
ec-president-vdl@ec.europa.eu  
Cc: Trade and Competition Commissioners 
Valdis Dombrovskis 
cab-dombrovskis-contact@ec.europa.eu 
Margrethe Vestager  
margrethe-vestager-contact@ec.europa.eu  

Ref. JWG/PC/ak 
 
Brussels, 8 December 2021 
 

Subject: WTO TRIPS waiver 
 
 
Dear President Ursula von der Leyen,  
 
As representatives of health and social care workers committed to universal and equitable 
public health systems, we have a special responsibility to intervene to lessen the impact of the 
COVID-19 virus. As well as witnesses to the direct suffering of citizens and hard-pressed health 
and care workers, we see too that the indirect impact of the virus is growing as many public 
health systems are obliged to postpone or cancel a whole range of necessary care 
interventions.  
 
Together with our global federation, Public Services International (PSI), the global health 
community, scientists, civil society and trade unions we are therefore calling for a temporary 
waiver to the WTO TRIPS agreement, which would help accelerate the production of vaccines 
and treatments. The majority in the European Parliament is in favour and the Director-general 
of the WHO very recently called for the waiver as well.  
 
The waiver has broad support but progress in the WTO negotiations are pitifully slow due to 
the intransigence of key governments, including the EU and its Member States. By choosing 
not to support the waiver, the EU is both prolonging the pandemic and also delaying much-
needed reflection on the actions that are needed to deal with future health crises. 
 
The Communication A competition policy fit for new challenges 18.11.2021 COM(2021) 713 
final also glosses over the gravity of the situation: “The COVID-19 pandemic has proven once 
more how the European economy can take the lead thanks to its resilience and innovative 
capabilities: European industry raced to develop, brought to market effective COVID-19 
vaccines in record time, and supplied them to the world…..Thanks to the success of 
vaccination campaigns and the progressive re-opening of social and economic activities, the 
European economy is now on track to bounce back strongly…”  
 
Not only is the pandemic far from over, we will undoubtedly be faced with other health crises 
in the future. This fact calls for a rethink of relying on the Single Market and an (incentivised) 
private sector to come up with the solutions to the challenges we face. Governments, and the 
public sector, have also to rediscover and reaffirm their public interest function. European 
sovereignty is less of a geographical issue than a question of the balance between public and 
private interests. As the TRIPS waiver amply illustrates, this balance is completely off.  
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The EU’s own legal order provides Member States with the freedom, when faced with a conflict 
between public and market interests, to choose the public interest. It is time that this freedom 
became a duty, and that it is applied to external as well as internal policy (as indeed stated in 
the 2006 Global Europe Communication COM(2006) 567 final: “As we pursue social justice 
and cohesion at home, we should also seek to promote our values, including social and 
environmental standards and cultural diversity, around the world.” If the EU and its Member 
States are not even willing to balance pharmaceutical monopoly privileges against the lives of 
so many millions in the relatively straight-forward issue of the TRIPS waiver, what confidence 
does this give citizens that future actions will be made in the interest of the many and not the 
few? 
 
We urge the European Commission to change its position on the TRIPS waiver and to actively 
engage in the WTO (and in the WHO in the upcoming negotiations on a new health Treaty) to 
ensure public health concerns are on top of the EU - and global -agendas. We are available to 
meet with you to discuss these concerns. 
 
Yours sincerely, 

 
Jan Willem Goudriaan 
EPSU General Secretary 
 


