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:H��@;,@��4;5 �D�H�B �L��"?1;��%><���1N:�4>9� FTThe 
pandemic has profoundly negative impacts on the enjoyment of economic, social and 
cultural rights, especially the right to health of the most vulnerable groups in society. 
As explained below, States parties are under an obligation to take measures to 
prevent, or at least to mitigate, these impacts. Nevertheless, if States do not act 
within a human rights framework, there exists a clear risk that the measures taken 
might violate economic, social and cultural rights and increase the suffering of the 
most marginalized groups. No one should be left behind as a result of the measures it 
is necessary to take to combat this pandemic.1 These circumstances have led the 
Committee to issue the present statement to highlight the most important impacts of 
this pandemic on economic, social and cultural rights and to make some 
recommendations to States parties to combat the COVID-19 pandemic in a manner 
consistent with their obligations under the Covenant.UG#�



�

�

 $�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�� � �

�$

�� �

12��3!��

.�

�

12��3!��
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�$� Office of the U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights, COVID-19 Guidance: 

OHCHR and COVID-199�B#�#����%�&''���#����	#�	+'�
'��7�)!��'��7�)!��!+��)�
���
F�����)� 7�����)� @�4#� �.9� ����G9� FTGovernments have to take difficult decisions in 
response to COVID-19. International law allows emergency measures in response to 
significant threats – but measures that restrict human rights should be proportionate 
to the evaluated risk, necessary and applied in a non-discriminatory way. This means 
having a specific focus and duration, and taking the least intrusive approach 
possible to protect public health.UG# 

��� Id9� FTGovernments should inform the affected population of what the emergency 
measures are, where they apply and for how long they are intended to remain in 
effect, and should update this information regularly and make it widely available.UG# 

.�� B
���)������
��5��
������
)��������1��
���9�supra�
������9�FTHealth-care systems 
and social programmes have been weakened by decades of underinvestment in public 
health services and other social programmes, accelerated by the global financial 
crisis of 2007–2008.  Consequently, they are ill equipped to respond effectively and 
expeditiously to cope with the intensity of the current pandemic.�UG# 
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9 supra�
����.�9�����#�
..� A�
�	���1����
��."�	�>��	��States to provide a minimal degree of access to health 

care in order to fulfill the right to life. 
.,� A�
�	���1����
��."&�

26. The duty to protect life also implies that States parties should take appropriate 
measures to address the general conditions in society that may give rise to direct 
threats to life or prevent individuals from enjoying their right to life with dignity. 
These general conditions may include high levels of criminal and gun violence, 
pervasive traffic and industrial accidents, degradation of the environment (see also 
para. 62 below), deprivation of indigenous peoples’ land, territories and resources, 
the prevalence of life-threatening diseases, such as AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria, 
extensive substance abuse, widespread hunger and malnutrition and extreme poverty 
and homelessness. The measures called for to address adequate conditions for 
protecting the right to life include, where necessary, measures designed to ensure 
access without delay by individuals to essential goods and services such as food, 
water, shelter, health care, electricity and sanitation, and other measures designed to 
promote and facilitate adequate general conditions, such as the bolstering of 
effective emergency health services, emergency response operations (including 
firefighters, ambulance services and police forces) and social housing programmes. 
States parties should also develop strategic plans for advancing the enjoyment of the 
right to life, which may comprise measures to fight the stigmatization associated with 
disabilities and diseases, including sexually transmitted diseases, which hamper 
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access to medical care; detailed plans to promote education for non-violence; and 
campaigns for raising awareness of gender-based violence and harmful practices, 
and for improving access to medical examinations and treatments designed to reduce 
maternal and infant mortality. Furthermore, States parties should also develop, when 
necessary, contingency plans and disaster management plans designed to increase 
preparedness and address natural and man-made disasters that may adversely affect 
enjoyment of the right to life, such as hurricanes, tsunamis, earthquakes, radioactive 
accidents and massive cyberattacks resulting in disruption of essential services. 

. � A�
�	���1����
���,&�

8. The right to health is not to be understood as a right to be healthy. 



�

�

"��

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�� � �

�,

�� �

."

.� �

��������������������������������������������������������
."� A�
�	���1����
���,& 

The right to health contains both freedoms and entitlements. The freedoms include 
the right to control one’s health and body, including sexual and reproductive 
freedom, and the right to be free from interference, such as the right to be free from 
torture, non-consensual medical treatment and experimentation. By contrast, the 
entitlements include the right to a system of health protection which provides 
equality of opportunity for people to enjoy the highest attainable level of health.  

.�� A�
�	���1����
���,&�

11. The Committee interprets the right to health, as defined in article 12.1, as an 
inclusive right extending not only to timely and appropriate health care but also to 
the underlying determinants of health, such as access to safe and potable water and 
adequate sanitation, an adequate supply of safe food, nutrition and housing, healthy 
occupational and environmental conditions, and access to health-related education 
and information, including on sexual and reproductive health. A further important 
aspect is the participation of the population in all health-related decision-making at 
the community, national and international levels.�
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Core Obligation 
43. In general comment No. 3, the Committee confirms that States parties have a 
core obligation to ensure the satisfaction of, at the very least, minimum essential 
levels of each of the rights enunciated in the Covenant, including essential primary 
health care. Read in conjunction with more contemporary instruments, such as the 
Programme of Action of the International Conference on Population and 
Development,28 the Alma-Ata Declaration provides compelling guidance on the core 
obligations arising from article 12. Accordingly, in the Committee’s view, these core 
obligations include at least the following obligations: 
(a) To ensure the right of access to health facilities, goods and services on a non-
discriminatory basis, especially for vulnerable or marginalized groups; 
(b) To ensure access to the minimum essential food which is nutritionally adequate 
and safe, to ensure freedom from hunger to everyone; 
(c) To ensure access to basic shelter, housing and sanitation, and an adequate supply 
of safe and potable water; 
(d) To provide essential drugs, as from time to time defined under the WHO Action 
Programme on Essential Drugs; 
(e) To ensure equitable distribution of all health facilities, goods and services; 
(f) To adopt and implement a national public health strategy and plan of action, on 
the basis of epidemiological evidence, addressing the health concerns of the whole 
population; the strategy and plan of action shall be devised, and periodically 
reviewed, on the basis of a participatory and transparent process; they shall include 
methods, such as right to health indicators and benchmarks, by which progress can 
be closely monitored; the process by which the strategy and plan of action are 
devised, as well as their content, shall give particular attention to all vulnerable or 
marginalized groups.�
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