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Through Global 
Health 
Why Germany Should Invest  
in Partnerships with the  
Global South

In an era of geopolitical fragmentation, global health can serve as a 
strategic bridge for reconnecting international partners. As trust in  
multilateralism erodes, Germany should invest in health cooperation to 
rebuild partnerships, particularly with the Global South. Beyond sat-
isfying moral obligations, creating more equitable health systems will 
strengthen resilience. It also aligns with Germany’s interests by safe-
guarding global governance and reducing the risk of disease outbreaks. 

	– Foster genuine cooperation with Global South countries: Germany 
must move from outdated donor-recipient models towards equitable 
cooperation. Co-managed health funds and stronger local agency 
will restore trust and ensure sustainable capacity building.

	– Promote fair access through flexible policies on intellectual property 
(IP): Germany should push for patent waivers and fair licensing 
in health emergencies, ensuring equitable access to life-saving 
treatments while maintaining incentives for innovation.

	– Europeanize Germany’s Global Health Strategy: The new German 
government should use the upcoming review of its Global Health 
Strategy to align the country’s efforts with EU priorities, improve 
coordination, and enhance impact. 
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GLOBAL HEALTH IN AN ERA 
OF GEOPOLITICAL SHIFTS

Health, despite being a fundamental global common, 
has fallen off the international agenda. Under Presi-
dent Donald Trump, the United States is once again 
withdrawing from the World Health Organization. 
Lessons to be learnt from COVID-19, once an urgent 
priority, remain more theoretical than practical. Ne-
gotiations for a Pandemic Treaty, which was meant to 
unify the world in preventing future crises, are stall-
ing, and rifts between the Global North and South 
have emerged. Instead of demonstrating collective 
resolve, the struggle to reach a consensus signals the 
opposite. Yet it is clear that ignoring the far-reaching 
consequences of the pandemic and the links between 
health, security, and economic stability will under-
mine long-term resilience. 

In a world marked by geopolitical shifts, crises, and 
distrust, Germany maintains a strategic interest in 
safeguarding global governance structures. Global 
health can serve as a bridge for fostering trust and in-
ternational cooperation – particularly with the Glob-
al South – across governance fields. Germany should 
leverage is commitment to an effective global health 
system to rebuild trust, foster equitable partnerships 
with the Global South, and align its national interests 
with global responsibility, thereby contributing to a 
more stable and cooperative world order.

GLOBAL HEALTH MATTERS 
FOR GERMANY

Health is a global common that transcends political 
divisions, ideological boundaries, and geopolitical ri-
valries. As health crises do not respect borders, every 
nation, regardless of its political system or ongoing 
conflicts, has a vested interest in a resilient global 
health architecture. This shared imperative offers a 
platform for cooperation even at a time of strained 
international relations. At the same time, collaborative 
efforts to prevent pandemics, improve disease sur-
veillance, and secure equitable access to treatments 
foster trust and open communication. Such trust, ini-
tially built around health, has the potential to carry 
over into other policy areas, creating pathways for 

1	 Anthony Dworkin, “Multilateral Development in Flux: Strengthening European Cooperation With The Global South” Policy Brief, European Council on 
Foreign Relations (ECFR) (November 2023) https://ecfr.eu/publication/multilateral-development-in-flux-strengthening-european-cooperation-with-
the-global-south/ (accessed January 21, 2025). 

2	 Global Perspectives Initiative, Impulse für die Neuausrichtung von Deutschlands Beziehungen zu den Ländern des Globalen Südens (January 2025): 
https://globalperspectives.org/impulse-fuer-die-neuausrichtung-von-deutschlands-beziehungen-zu-den-laendern-des-globalen-suedens/ (accessed 
February 5, 2025).

renewed global engagement. As a result, engagement 
in health cooperation can help build the foundations 
for greater global cooperation and solidarity.1

A Moral and Strategic Imperative 
Germany should prioritize support for global health 
efforts. From a moral perspective, health is a glob-
al common that transcends borders. Diseases do not 
respect political divisions; equitable access to health-
care is a fundamental right. Germany and Europe, 
committed to values of solidarity and fairness, have a 
responsibility to act. Moral engagement in health co-
operation can build the foundations for greater global 
solidarity, fostering goodwill that may carry over into 
other policy areas.

Beyond the moral aspect, Germany also has a polit-
ical self-interest in promoting multilateral coopera-
tion in health issues and beyond: As a middle power 
with limited military capabilities, the country’s global 
influence depends on the respect given to the rules-
based international order. Unlike great powers that 
can unilaterally project force to secure their interests, 
Germany depends on multilateral institutions, inter-
national law, and economic power to resolve con-
flicts and maintain its strategic position. At the same 
time, Germany’s strong commitment to international 
norms reinforces its credibility as a diplomatic actor, 
allowing it to shape global governance in ways that 
align with its interests and values.

Beyond diplomatic and security considerations, Ger-
many’s prosperity is at stake. As an export-driven and 
resource-scarce country, Germany depends on an 
open global economy, stable trade relationships, reli-
able supply chains, and fair access to global markets.2 
A functioning multilateral system reduces economic 
volatility and mitigates risks associated with protec-
tionism, unilateralism, and geopolitical fragmentation. 

Against this backdrop, global health has the poten-
tial to emerge as a key instrument for strengthening 
multilateral cooperation. Health initiatives provide a 
platform for fostering trust, reinforcing internation-
al institutions, and demonstrating the tangible ben-
efits of collective action. By investing in global health 
governance, Germany can contribute to the stabili-
ty of the broader international system – one that is 

https://ecfr.eu/publication/multilateral-development-in-flux-strengthening-european-cooperation-with-the-global-south/
https://ecfr.eu/publication/multilateral-development-in-flux-strengthening-european-cooperation-with-the-global-south/
https://globalperspectives.org/impulse-fuer-die-neuausrichtung-von-deutschlands-beziehungen-zu-den-laendern-des-globalen-suedens/
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essential for its own security, economic resilience, 
and global standing. 

ENGAGING WITH THE 
GLOBAL SOUTH 

Germany’s relations with the Global South are of 
growing strategic importance. With growing popu-
lations, expanding economies, and greater political 
agency, the Global South is emerging as a key sphere 
for global political and economic cooperation. Its 
countries are no longer passive recipients of aid but 
active players in global governance. For Germany, 
maintaining strong ties with the Global South is es-
sential to safeguarding its economic interests, secur-
ing reliable supply chains, and sustaining its position 
as a leading voice in international diplomacy. 

Global health partnerships can play a crucial role 
in shaping Germany’s engagement with the Global 
South. As emerging nations gain influence in interna-
tional politics, equitable and trust-based cooperation 
on health issues can serve as a foundation for deep-
er political and economic partnerships. A sustainable 
and inclusive global order requires cooperation that is 
not merely transactional but built on mutual benefit. 

Germany’s engagement with the Global South should 
be based on genuine, equitable partnerships that 
reflect shared values and global responsibilities. It 
should also be framed within a broader commitment 
to global stability and collective prosperity. This aligns 
with Germany’s self-perception as a value-driven ac-
tor and its historical commitment to multilateralism. 

At the same time, it is crucial to acknowledge the vast 
diversity within the Global South. Emerging econo-
mies such as India, Indonesia, and South Africa are 
increasingly influential players in global governance, 
capable of shaping international norms and policies. 
By contrast, many smaller, low-income nations con-
tinue to face structural challenges, including deepen-
ing economic disparities and limited political leverage 
on the global stage. Germany must therefore adopt 
a differentiated approach, tailoring its multilateral 
engagement to the specific needs and capacities of 
each partner. This means recognizing the agency of 

3	 Although the term ‘Global South’ risks oversimplifying the diverse realities of billions of people, it remains the most widely used term to capture the 
geopolitical dynamics and disparities between the Global South and North.

4	 Stephen Brown and Morgane Rosier, “COVID-19 vaccine apartheid and the failure of global cooperation,” The British Journal of Politics and 
International Relations 25, no. 3 (2023): pp. 535-554. https://doi.org/10.1177/13691481231178248 (accessed February 13, 2025); Reuters, “World 
has entered stage of “vaccine apartheid” - WHO head.” Reuters. (May 17, 2021): https://www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/
world-has-entered-stage-vaccine-apartheid-who-head-2021-05-17/ (accessed February 13, 2025).

emerging powers while ensuring that more vulnerable 
nations are not left behind in global decision-making 
processes.

A History of Strained Relationships3 
Historically, promoting global health has been framed 
as a form of soft power. Humanitarian aid for Global 
South countries has often been perceived as a char-
itable endeavor by wealthier nations rather than as 
a strategic, mutually beneficial partnership. This has 
reinforced a donor-recipient model, creating a system 
of dependency and mistrust, thereby undermining ef-
forts to establish equitable, long-term collaborations 
that prioritize capacity-building and local ownership. 

The COVID-19 pandemic dramatically exacerbat-
ed these challenges. The Global North’s approach to 
vaccine distribution was starkly unjust, with wealthier 
nations stockpiling life-saving doses while countries 
in the Global South faced prolonged shortages. This 
phenomenon, which WHO Director-General Tedros 
Adhanom Ghebreyesus referred to as “vaccine apart-
heid,” became a defining symbol of broken global 
solidarity.4 Germany, despite its reputation as a val-
ue-driven donor, was perceived as complicit in these 
inequities. The prioritization of booster campaigns in 
Europe over equitable vaccine access for developing 
nations further eroded trust in North-South relations.

In the light of these challenges and the global shift 
towards more nationalistic approaches, it is essential 
to weigh the potential short-term costs of a fair and 
equitable engagement against the long-term stra-
tegic benefits: A balanced approach recognizes that 
credibility and influence in the Global South enhance 

Germany’s engagement 
should be based  

on genuine, equitable 
partnerships

https://doi.org/10.1177/13691481231178248
https://www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/world-has-entered-stage-vaccine-apartheid-who-head-2021-05-17/
https://www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/world-has-entered-stage-vaccine-apartheid-who-head-2021-05-17/
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Germany’s ability to shape international norms, se-
cure reliable partnerships, and safeguard economic 
and political stability. 

In addition to these long-term advantages, there are 
also significant short-term benefits. Strengthened 
health cooperation reduces the risk of infectious dis-
ease outbreaks reaching Germany, ensures public 
health security, and minimizes economic disruptions. 
A well-functioning global health system also prevents 
supply chain breakdowns which would directly im-
pact German industries. 

ADDRESSING THE GLOBAL 
SOUTH‘S PRIORITIES

To effectively utilize global health as a bridge for 
strengthening international partnerships, Germany 
must align its efforts with the priorities of the Glob-
al South. Building on strategic commitments such as 
the Global Health Strategy 2020-20305 and Germa-
ny’s Africa Strategy 20236, Germany has already taken 
concrete steps to support health partnerships with 
countries on the African continent. Beyond the mor-
al argument, their regional proximity as well as their 
resource richness and growing economic importance 
make them ideal partners for Germany. However, to 
maximize impact, Germany must expand partnerships 
beyond Africa to include other emerging economies in 
the Global South, such as India, Brazil, and Indonesia. 
These nations, given their well-developed healthcare 
systems and increasing political influence, present 
opportunities for mutually beneficial cooperation.

By moving beyond traditional donor-recipient dy-
namics and engaging in co-managed health projects, 
joint research, and knowledge exchange, Germany 
can foster stronger and more sustainable partner-
ships. These efforts align with the African Union’s 
Africa Health Strategy (AHS) 2016–2030, which 

5	 Bundesministerium für Gesundheit (BMG). Strategie der Bundesregierung zur globalen Gesundheit. (October 2020): https://www.
bundesgesundheitsministerium.de/fileadmin/Dateien/5_Publikationen/Gesundheit/Broschueren/GlobaleGesundheitsstrategie_Web.pdf (accessed 
February 5, 2025).

6	 Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), Shaping the future with Africa (January 2023) https://www.bmz.de/resource/
blob/137602/bmz-afrika-strategie-en.pdf (accessed February 18, 2025).

7	 African Union, Africa Health Strategy 2016–2030. (2016): https://au.int/sites/default/files/pages/32895-file-africa_health_strategy.pdf (accessed 
February 18, 2025).

8	 World Health Organization (WHO). Inside Africa’s drive to boost medicines and vaccine manufacturing. WHO Africa. (May 27, 2021): https://www.afro.
who.int/news/inside-africas-drive-boost-medicines-and-vaccine-manufacturing (accessed February 18, 2025).

9	 European Commission, Global Gateway: EU increases support to vaccine production in Rwanda as first mRNA facility opens (December 18, 2023):  
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/news-and-events/news/global-gateway-eu-increases-support-vaccine-production-rwanda-first-
mrna-facility-opens-2023-12-18_en?utm_source=chatgpt.com (accessed February 17, 2025).

10	 Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), Germany and African Union working together on building cross-boundary 
infrastructure for Africa. (December 13, 2022): https://www.bmz.de/en/news/press-releases/germany-african-union-working-on-crossboundary-
infrastructure-135684 (accessed February 18, 2025); European Commission, Team Europe and African partners launch four initiatives to strengthen 
health systems and social protection in Africa (March 20, 2024): https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_24_1563 (accessed 
February 18, 2025)

emphasizes pan-African, locally driven health solu-
tions.7 Given that African countries currently produce 
only three percent of global medicines,8 African na-
tions are seeking to enhance self-reliance. They are 
looking for stable, long-term partnerships focused on 
technology transfer, research collaboration, and fi-
nancial support from high-income countries.

Some of that is already happening. Germany is 
collaborating with the European Union and other 
partners to establish an mRNA vaccine production 
facility in Rwanda.9 German and European support 
has also been important for the efforts made by the  
Africa Centres for Disease Control and Prevention 
(Africa CDC) to enhance health security across the 
continent.10

These initiatives highlight Germany’s and Europe’s 
commitment to equitable health partnerships in 
Africa through a multifaceted approach, including 
institutional support, infrastructure investment, 
and research collaboration. However, they are on-
ly part of the broader challenge. Germany must go 
beyond these initial steps and address structur-
al imbalances, ensure sustainability, and reinforce 
multilateral frameworks. 

Rebuilding trust with 
the Global South is  
key to transforming 

global health

https://www.bundesgesundheitsministerium.de/fileadmin/Dateien/5_Publikationen/Gesundheit/Broschueren/GlobaleGesundheitsstrategie_Web.pdf
https://www.bundesgesundheitsministerium.de/fileadmin/Dateien/5_Publikationen/Gesundheit/Broschueren/GlobaleGesundheitsstrategie_Web.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/137602/bmz-afrika-strategie-en.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/137602/bmz-afrika-strategie-en.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/pages/32895-file-africa_health_strategy.pdf
https://www.afro.who.int/news/inside-africas-drive-boost-medicines-and-vaccine-manufacturing
https://www.afro.who.int/news/inside-africas-drive-boost-medicines-and-vaccine-manufacturing
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/news-and-events/news/global-gateway-eu-increases-support-vaccine-production-rwanda-first-mrna-facility-opens-2023-12-18_en?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/news-and-events/news/global-gateway-eu-increases-support-vaccine-production-rwanda-first-mrna-facility-opens-2023-12-18_en?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.bmz.de/en/news/press-releases/germany-african-union-working-on-crossboundary-infrastructure-135684
https://www.bmz.de/en/news/press-releases/germany-african-union-working-on-crossboundary-infrastructure-135684
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_24_1563
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following recommendations can help Germany 
solidify its role as a trusted global health partner:

1. Foster Equitable Partnerships
Rebuilding trust with the Global South is key to trans-
forming global health from a donor-driven model in-
to a true and equitable partnership. Germany – and 
the EU – must reframe their engagement through 
mutual respect, shared decision-making, and a “lis-
tening-first” approach. Institutionalizing high-level 
dialogues with the African Union and other key ac-
tors will align initiatives with local priorities, there-
by ensuring relevance and impact. Integrating global 
health objectives into broader European strategies on 
trade, digital innovation, and sustainable development 
will further reinforce the EU’s commitment to long-
term, trust-based cooperation in a multipolar world.

2. Set up a Joint Health Fund
Germany’s current portfolio in global health invest-
ments already includes projects such as the mRNA 
vaccine production facility in Rwanda and robust sup-
port for the Africa CDC. These initiatives show that 
technology transfer and local capacity building are 
essential to reduce dependency on external supplies. 
However, to move from short-term interventions to 
sustainable, long-term capacity building, Germa-
ny and its European partners should establish joint 
health funds co-managed with Global South partners. 
Such funds would focus on technology transfer, re-
search collaboration, and infrastructure development, 
thereby ensuring that African stakeholders have equal 
influence over project design and implementation.

The Gavi model offers a powerful example. Gavi’s ap-
proach is built on empowering developing countries 
to identify their immunization needs and implement 
and co-finance vaccine programs. By including rep-
resentatives from developing countries on its board, 
Gavi has successfully shifted the dynamic from a do-
nor-recipient-relationship to a partnership. Ger-
many should adopt similar governance mechanisms 
for its global health initiatives. The proposed health 
funds could, for instance, mirror Gavi’s co-gover-
nance model, ensuring that African partners set the 

11	 The Sofosbuvir case highlights Gilead Sciences’ strategy of securing patents and setting high prices for the Hepatitis C drug, which led to legal 
challenges and policy debates over access. While the company granted voluntary licenses to select manufacturers, it resisted compulsory licensing and 
patent oppositions in several countries, limiting affordable treatment options.

12	 Yvan Pandelé, “The story of a political drug against hepatitis C,” DNDi, (April 28, 2021): https://dndi.org/viewpoints/2021/the-story-of-a-political-
drug-against-hepatitis-c/ (accessed February 18, 2025).

13	 Van Le, Anh, and Mark Hyland. “Compulsory licensing for patented medicines: A comparative legal analysis of India, Brazil and Thailand.” Manchester 
Journal of International Economic Law 17, no. 3 (2020), p. 315: https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/
mjiel17&div=29&id=&page=  (accessed February 26, 2025).

priorities and oversee the implementation of projects. 
This approach would not only increase local owner-
ship and accountability but also foster trust and en-
sure that initiatives are responsive to local needs and 
sustainable in the long term.

3. Address Intellectual Property Barriers 
For such partnerships to be truly effective, the struc-
tural barriers must be addressed. A major obstacle in 
global health cooperation and the North-South rela-
tionship is the rigid intellectual property (IP) frame-
work that limits access to essential medicines. The 
case of sofosbuvir11 illustrates how prohibitive licens-
ing fees and strict patent regimes prevent life-sav-
ing treatments from reaching those who need them.12 
Germany, as a leader in pharmaceuticals and inno-
vation, has the means to bridge this divide. By pro-
moting flexible IP arrangements both within the EU 
and for the Pandemic Treaty, such as temporary pat-
ent waivers or compulsory licensing schemes during 
health crises, Germany can establish itself as a reliable 
partner for the Global South. India and Brazil have 
shown that such measures can work.13

To satisfy industry concerns, Germany should engage 
with pharmaceutical stakeholders to develop incen-
tive-based solutions, such as tax benefits, co-in-
vestment opportunities, and technology transfer 
commitments linking financial gains to global health 
responsibility. Public-private partnerships can also 
play a role in making essential medicines more af-
fordable, as the case of Gavi proves. By championing 
a more adaptable IP framework, Germany can reduce 
structural health barriers, strengthen diplomatic ties 
with the Global South, and reinforce its leadership in 
responsible innovation.

4. Leverage Multilateralism and Strengthen Euro-
pean Coordination
In today’s multipolar world, unilateral action is no lon-
ger effective. Germany’s strategic interests are best 
served through robust multilateral engagement and 
close coordination with its European partners. Ger-
many’s global health strategy review in 2025 presents 
an opportunity for the new German government to 
better align its approach with European partners 
and the EU. Currently, the health strategies of EU 

https://dndi.org/viewpoints/2021/the-story-of-a-political-drug-against-hepatitis-c/
https://dndi.org/viewpoints/2021/the-story-of-a-political-drug-against-hepatitis-c/
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/mjiel17&div=29&id=&page=
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/mjiel17&div=29&id=&page=
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member states and the EU’s global health strategy 
reflect different priorities and operate in isolation, 
which limits their impact.14 To improve coherence, 
Germany should push for stronger EU coordination 
and a structured division of responsibilities among 
member states. Integrating the strategic priorities 
of key European partners into Germany’s approach 
would create synergies, while structured diplomatic 
and technical exchanges would strengthen Europe’s 
collective health leadership.

The author would like to thank Noa Setzer for her sup-
port in research and writing.

14	 Michael Bayerlein, “Interlinking Germany’s Global Health Strategy at the European Level An Analysis of Priorities and Coordination Potentials in EU 
Partner Countries”, SWP Comment (September 17, 2024): https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/interlinking-germanys-global-health-strategy-at-
the-european-level (accessed February 19, 2025).

https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/interlinking-germanys-global-health-strategy-at-the-european-level
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/interlinking-germanys-global-health-strategy-at-the-european-level


Rauchstraße 17/18
10787 Berlin
Tel. +49 30 254231-0
info@dgap.org
www.dgap.org

 @dgapev

The German Council on Foreign Relations 
(DGAP) is committed to fostering impactful 
foreign and security policy on a German and 
European level that promotes democracy, 
peace, and the rule of law. It is nonpartisan 
and nonprofit. The opinions expressed in 
this publication are those of the author(s) 
and do not necessarily reflect the views of 
the German Council on Foreign Relations 
(DGAP).

DGAP receives funding from the German 
Federal Foreign Office based on a resolution 
of the German Bundestag.

Publisher 
Deutsche Gesellschaft für  
Auswärtige Politik e.V.

ISSN 2198-5936

Editing Bettina Vestring

Layout Daniel Faller

Design Concept WeDo

Author picture(s) © DGAP

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution – NonCommercial – NoDerivatives 4.0 
International License.


	_Hlk192515425

