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Bill Gates’ Forecasts


Since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, the name of Bill Gates has been on the front page. The former software and computing guru, a billionaire thanks to his company Microsoft, in recent years had turned to philanthropy: his main areas of interest are climate catastrophes and renewable energies, and also vaccines and epidemics. His name, his ideas and his actions are praised by some and detested by others. Where some see a genuine commitment to curbing the pandemic, others find business. What for many was the only possible salvation – vaccines – for others was a device to control, harm or even reduce the population.


The truth is that Gates, in the years before Covid-19, had spoken out about the imminent dangers of a new virus that would attack humanity and spread rapidly, and would plunge us into a pandemic. He had warned that we were not prepared and that we had to start doing it seriously. As he explains on his blog, “The world did not prioritize global health until it was too late, and the result has been catastrophic. Countries failed to prepare for pandemics, rich countries reduced funding for R&D, and most governments failed to strengthen their health system”1.


Starting in 2022, Bill Gates redoubles the bet: the world needs to be prepared to face a possible pandemic, and it must do so in advance, with resources and with global coordination. He states that if the necessary steps are followed, the Covid-19 pandemic could be the last pandemic to hit humanity. In his book How to prevent the next Pandemic? Gates outlines the steps needed to make that happen.


Will it really be possible to avoid a new pandemic? His specific proposal is called GERM: Global Epidemic Response and Mobilization. It would cost about 1 billion dollars a year (but it would allow us to save trillions of dollars in the event of possible pandemics). His analysis of the Covid-19 pandemic, the numbers he proposes and the “miraculous” role of vaccines, allow him to outline a scenario in which avoiding pandemics is possible. His detractors, however, point out many dark spots, point out distorted numbers and, especially, point out hidden intentions behind his plans and words.


•





GERM


Gates lists 3 things we must (and can) do right now to prevent pandemics. The first: have better tools. He gives the example of messenger RNA technology and how this could create a basis for the rapid development of new vaccines. This includes an investment in vaccines and diagnostics. The second: GERM, to monitor the possible outbreak of new diseases. Finally, strengthen health systems, especially in developing countries.


But what is GERM? It is a permanent work team named Global Epidemic Response and Mobilization. Currently, says Gates, there are some agencies dedicated to detecting outbreaks or improving the response to an epidemic, but these are efforts with few resources, which depend on voluntary work and whose actions do not translate into global actions and much less into policies. One of the existing organizations is GOARN (Global Outbreak Alert and Response Network).


GERM should have a budget of 1 billion dollars a year. It will be a team made up of some 3,000 specialists from different areas: medicine and infectious diseases, genetics, biology, information technology, communication, logistics, public policy experts and product development experts. Specialists from all over the world based in a few countries and working full time. This team will play a fundamental role in monitoring outbreaks and controlling them to prevent their spread.


But the activity of the GERM team will also go beyond outbreaks, epidemics or pandemics. On the one hand, they will work to eradicate other existing diseases, such as polio, malaria or measles. But they will also work to improve health systems, especially in the poorest countries. In short, says Gates, they will contribute to improving global health and improving the world. Another fundamental activity will be the organization of drills simulating outbreaks of new diseases. This will allow us to detect weaknesses, failures, etc., and then work to improve them.


The budget contemplates the payment of salaries, mobilization, equipment and other expenses. GERM will work together with the WHO, according to Gates “the only group that can give it global credibility”, and its rendering of accounts must be public.


Gates claims that it is possible to eradicate respiratory viruses, including the flu. Under his plan, an outbreak could be effectively controlled within the first 100 days, which is the key period before a pandemic breaks out. He proposes that we imagine the following scenario:


“A concerning outbreak is rapidly identified by local public health agencies, which function effectively in even the world’s poorest countries. Anything out of the ordinary is shared with scientists for study, and the information is uploaded to a global database monitored by a dedicated team.


“If a threat is detected, governments sound the alarm and initiate public recommendations for travel, social distancing, and emergency planning. They start using the blunt tools that are already on hand, such as quarantines, antivirals that protect against almost any strain, and tests that can be performed anywhere.


“If this isn’t sufficient, then the world’s innovators immediately get to work developing new tests, treatments, and vaccines. Diagnostics in particular ramp up extremely fast so that large numbers of people can be tested in a short time. New drugs and vaccines are approved quickly, because we’ve agreed ahead of time on how to run trials safely and share the results. Once they’re ready to go into production, manufacturing gears up right away because factories are already in place and approved”2.


The scenario that he proposes ends, according to him in the worst case, with a global vaccination just 6 months after the outbreak was discovered. But let’s just leave the idea for now, because it will be reviewed in detail later.
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The Last Pandemic


In his book How to prevent the next Pandemic?, Gates says that in February 2020 he was already worried about Covid-19, and that he organized a dinner at his house with members of his Foundation and other specialists on the subject, to evaluate the situation. The question, at the time, was: will this outbreak become a pandemic? Listening to the numbers and the opinions of specialists, it seemed strange to him that governments were not more concerned about the situation.


“Infectious diseases – both the kind that turn into pandemics and the kind that don’t – are something of an obsession for me” Gates writes in his book. He recounts that his concern with disease dates back to 1997, when he and his wife Melinda read a New York Times article reporting that 3.1 million children died annually from diarrhea. After reading that, they went to work on the subject, especially in the distribution of liquid nutrient supplements and in the development of a vaccine. From then on, Gates became obsessed with infectious diseases, with outbreaks, epidemics, and pandemics.


The outbreak of new diseases is a constant. In the last 50 years, the WHO has identified more than 1,500 new pathogens, most of which have originated in animals and have then spread to humans. Gates explains that except for smallpox, the only disease considered totally eradicated, not even the medieval plague has completely stopped circulating. Diseases such as Ebola, malaria and tuberculosis, among many others, also circulate. The case of Ebola (which he also comments on in his 2015 TED talk) is particular since the virus is so virulent that it immobilizes infected people, and this prevents the rapid spread. Therefore, the greatest risks were for doctors, nurses and family members.
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