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We

have

all

been

told

that

we

are

living

in

unprecedented times during the COVID-19 pandemic.
But what exactly makes these times unprecedented?
In 1918, a strain of H1N1 influenza also took the
world by storm. In the past decade we have seen
outbreaks of Ebola in West Africa. Polio, Malaria, and
SARS; and an entire host of other infectious diseases
have also taken their place in history. It seems like
the very nature of time requires that its passage, by
nature, be unprecedented.
As young public health leaders, the members of the
IWG have reflected on their experiences in 2020 and
expressed their hopes for the future of public health.
Year to year the velocity of change increases, leading
to amazing breakthroughs in science and society, but
also forcing every person to prepare themselves for
constant change. We may highlight now that the
current times are unprecedented, but they always
have been and always will be, and we as public
health professionals are ready to embrace change.
In the final months of 2020, the IWG ran a 6-week
photo–voice campaign aimed at highlighting the
voices
asking

of

young

them

public

the

health

following

professionals
question:

by

"What

reflections do you have on 2020, and what hopes do
you have for the future as a young public health
professional? Their responses have been archived in
this document.
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ABOUT THE IWG

The International Working Group (IWG) for Health Systems Strengthening
is a global collaborative of emerging public health leaders committed to
meaningful health systems reform.
regarding

the

importance

of

We

promoting

want

to

diverse,

raise
bold,

awareness
committed,

responsible and innovative global health leaders in a world described as
ever-changing and often chaotic. We aim to be a global sounding board,
reflecting back the voice and opinions of emerging young professionals,
eyes very firmly on the future.
The group was initially conceptualized at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg
School of Public Health’s Health Systems Division, but has since evolved
to be a global collective of young public health professionals across the
world.

These

innovators

and

strategic

thinkers

have

built

this

organization up with unparalleled dedication and passion to the shared
goal

they

all

hold

close

to

heart.

Through

global

and

regional

collaborations, the IWG works to rally the next generation of public health
thinkers toward strengthening health systems at different levels of
action.
Our group consists of six regional teams — African Region (AFR), Region
of Americas (AMR), Eastern Mediterranean Region (EMR), European
Region (EUR), South East Asia Region (SEAR), and Western Pacific Region
(WPR). These six regional teams are connected by a global steering
committee that oversees the IWG, with two representatives from each
region leading the IWG forward. Further, we have internal working groups
that run across regions to work on a multitude of administrative and
thematic topics relevant to global health systems strengthening.
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@iwgforhss
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"'Stay Home' in 2020 meant to me staying with my dolls, my books,
my research, my movies, my music and my kitchen. It made me reflect
on the 'homeless' people that have no space, no book, no doll and no
food. As a new graduate in public health, as a physician and a
member of the International Working Group I dream of a better
tomorrow for everyone, where vulnerable people are protected in
future epidemics by strong health systems, where health systems are
prepared to save lives, where lives are all meaningful, where every
home is warm. I dream of a better tomorrow."

Mabel Aoun
EMR REGIONAL LEAD

"If I had one word to describe 2020, as an emerging public health
professional, it would be "frustration". I've certainly learnt this year
that things do not always go your way, and it's better to always
expect the unexpected. Despite all the challenges of this year, I think
what's been most important to me is how I've grown and learnt from
these experiences. At times, I've felt quite isolated but belonging to
the IWGHSS has brought a sense of connection and purpose to my
life - and just proof that we can grow and adapt as a community.
As difficult as 2020 has been, it's also been a window of opportunity
to implement real change. I see it as a chance for emerging public
health professionals to really make their voices heard and I hope that
we can all together work towards strengthening health systems
across the globe."

Lynn Bust
AFR REGIONAL LEAD

"Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 2020 has been a challenging year for public health and healthcare
professionals. The pandemic put extreme pressure on health systems worldwide. Health services were
overwhelmed and healthcare workers faced an unprecedented workload. Even though healthcare
professionals did their best to maintain levels of care, the consequences of the pandemic have been
disastrous in terms of number of deaths, economic loss (unemployment, economic recession…). Mental
health of the general population, healthcare workers and public health professionals has also been
threatened. Vulnerable groups of the population have been the most negatively impacted by the
pandemic. In my opinion, the key issues were the overall lack of preparedness, the lack of human and
material resources in healthcare facilities, and the lack of budget for public health services. The
situation we went through in 2020 emphasised the need to strengthen our health systems and to invest
more money into public health services. Due to the modern way of life (frequent travels, humans moving
closer to wildlife habitats…) and to the threats caused by climate change, situations like the COVID-19
pandemic are likely to happen again in the future. We need to be better prepared, and we need to learn
from what happened during the COVID-19 pandemic to avoid doing the same mistakes again. My hope
for 2021 is that governments understand how important public health is and invest money in public
health services. I expect governments to stop cutting hospitals funds and address the physicians
shortage. I also hope that vulnerable populations will be taken into consideration when designing new
health or economic policies, and that no one will be left behind. I have chosen a picture of me feeding
a green parrot to illustrate my hopes for 2021. This picture was taken in Hyde Park (London, UK) at the
end of the lockdown. It was such a happy day for me. I was able to take the tube and travel to Hyde
Park again, which had been impossible for several months due to the lockdown. We may still be facing
huge challenges at the moment and have to postpone some activities; but I am confident the situation
will get better in 2021. My main wish for 2021 is to start seeing smiles on People’s faces again, like
mine when I went back to Hyde Park to feed the parrots."

Magali Collonnaz
EUR STEERING COMMITTEE MEMBER

"2020 has been packed with ultimate highs and lows as we have been
consistently confronted with the cracks in our health systems. It has
been difficult to observe health misinformation spread for political
power gain, and to experience the economic hardship that followed
strict lockdowns, particularly in South Africa.

On the other hand,

community-lead responses and networks that were established in a
bottom-up response to health and social crises in the wake of COVID19 have been crucial to rethinking governance and power, holding
health

systems

accountable

while

providing

opportunities

to

strengthen them. This pandemic has also provided opportunities for
international engagement between students and it has been a
privilege to brainstorm, share and connect with passionate people
through this IWG.

My hope for 2021 is that we continue to build on

the values we've had to centre during this chaotic time: strength in
community, compassion and humanitarian thinking."

Bronte Davies
AFR REGIONAL LEAD

"2020

was

a

year

of

Public

health

intervention

for

COVID-19

Pandemic. Lessons should be learnt from this pandemic for future
health intervention. It is time to learn from our mistakes and
strengthen our health systems. I hope for 2021 to have new ways of
public health interventions that enhance people life and minimize the
impact of communicable and non-communicable diseases."

Nagham Faour
EMR STEERING COMMITTEE MEMBER

"2020 has been a year with events uncalled for. However, for me the
year began with my dream come true when I could reach JHSPH and
my public health journey started henceforth and subsequently stared
the course with IWG. This year has unfolded many inequities in our
society and unfortunately the most vulnerable group bear the brunt of
it. I hope that I could make some significant contribution in the
upcoming year along with IWG as a public health professional and
extend my hands to create some significant difference."

Sudipta Ghoshal
EMR STEERING COMMITTEE MEMBER

"For me, the positive memory of 2020 has been more time with my
family. My work, in stark contrast, has been looking at the impact of
Covid-19

on

vulnerable

children

and

young

people.

A

whole

generation is threatened by the terrifying impact on education, mental
health, food poverty and household violence. In the turmoil of a
pandemic we must not forget those that have the quietest voices."

Laura Haywood
EUR STEERING COMMITTEE MEMBER

"I think 2020 was one of the most challenging years personally and
professionally due to the pandemic which has affected the world in
many dimensions. Hopefully 2021 brings happiness, Joy and peace."

Dr. Satbir Kaur
SEAR REGIONAL LEAD

"Year 2020 is a year of COVID-19. Impact on economy, on country’s
population and their mental health, etc. everything is related to COVID-19.
COVID-19 pandemic has brought tectonic change to almost every part of
life. Not a single day passes without hearing tons of information on COVID19.

There

is

spread

of

COVID-19

in

214

countries

worldwide.

The

reproduction number for COVID-19 is higher than seasonal influenza. So
there is need to instill a sense of communal responsibility in people which
can be done by equipping them with the essential information for
behavioural change in times of pandemic. Healthcare workers are the
heroes in this war against COVID-19. The health systems need major
investment in capacity building, laboratory capabilities, etc.

I would say

this COVID-19 have shown us that even if all the countries in the world are
separated by boundaries but in the situations like this we all need each
other’s help. Now is the time to recognise this and become a global
community truly global. I hope year 2021 will be a year of rebirth. I hope it
would reveal the unknown for the benefit of humankind. There are high
hopes that year 2021 will be better with the vaccines that are almost ready
for us and are currently under trial."

Dr. Pushpak Mahajan
SEAR REGIONAL LEAD

"2020 has been anything but expected. Back in the day, (aka March!) when the pandemic was first
announced, many countries closed down their borders immediately. The UAE, my home country, was
one of them. I was in a limbo for a while, going back and forth between moments of hope when the
border would open temporarily, just to be shut back down quickly thereafter. This took a toll on me -emotionally and mentally. As a mental health ally and student, I recognized some of my symptoms: my
appetite was falling; I spent a lot of time in my room - isolated and secluded; I slept a lot, or not at all;
and what initially started as a joke, ended up being worrisome, when my daily breakfast included just
ice cream and cheetos. One of my friends, recognizing that I was struggling, sent me a box of
succulents as a surprise pick-me-up, knowing how much I love and enjoy plants. Getting this in the
mail was such a beautiful and lovely surprise and made me realize that amidst all the isolation and
seclusion that the pandemic brought with it, there were people in my corner to love and take care of
me. As the pandemic reaches its 8th month, our mental health and well-being is continuing to be
tested due to COVID-19 itself, but also due to all the catastrophes it brought with it. My hope for the
rest of this year, and for the next, is that despite all that’s going on around us, we can tap into our
collective humanities to support each other, and to take care of our own mental health and wellbeing
as much as is possible. No one person can get through this alone. As an emerging public health
professional, this pandemic has been a lesson on the ground like no other. I hope that we use this
moment of opportunity to redefine, reimagine and strengthen our health systems, and to ask more from
the leadership that governs it all. Public health issues like emerging infectious diseases, mental health
crisis, climate change, housing crisis, structural violence, systemic racism, etc. do not exist in a
vacuum. My hope is that the future of public health involves a concerted effort to integrate and
strengthen the health system as one, and not as different siloed pieces, and that the voices from the
global north AND the south are given equal weight and empowered representation at decision making
tables."

Malvikha Manoj
AMR STEERING COMMITTEE MEMBER

"As I reflected on 2020 and pondered my transition into 2021, I was
reminded that while humans have seen drastic changes to our lives,
most of the world around us has not. My focus was drawn to flowers,
whose journey of continuous growth begins in the most peculiar
place; the soil. The denser the soil is that a flower has to push
through, the stronger its roots become. Much like flowers, public
health professionals, including myself, are setting our roots into a
very thick and complicated environment, but my hope for 2021 is that
these beginnings will leave us strong, resilient, and ready to continue
our growth no matter what storms we may have to weather."

Joseph Millward
AMR REGIONAL LEAD

"I believe that this is an era for change. It is easy to slip into pessimistic patterns
with everything that is happening globally. It is easy to stay up late at night worrying.
And whilst I am worried, I am also beaming with positivity. If we look back to the
Epidemic and pandemics in the past, we find that we survived and grew through it
all. So think of this time, as a time to evolve, a time to challenge ourselves... we
have no choice but to look forward to a brighter future. Even though it is evident that
our health systems are crashing and in crises. We have to see this as an opportunity
for growth. It is a window for us to come together in a united force and to realize
that our health systems need a focus more than ever. This is a moment in time, for
us to rebuild our health systems using the foundations we already have. A time to
focus and foster on health systems strengthening. Therefore, I feel very positive and
look forward to a better future for us all... it is a time for us to be stronger, have
more faith and more hope in each other than ever before. And lastly, to remember
our iridescent light we all have within to shine through all the morbidity and darkness
surrounding us all. I pray for a better future, but most of all, I believe in you all, I
believe in the power of humanity to triumph all the burdens globally we are facing. It
is now more fundamental than ever, that we start to hear the voices of those who
were unheard and too scared to speak in our worlds. A time to create equality in the
best way we can within humanity and within health systems all over the world. As we
look to 2021, may we understand that our lives will change forever in a good way, so
keep your head up and surround yourself with that light."

Nadine Nanji
AFR STEERING COMMITTEE MEMBER

"'2020' ... A year that I have always felt would be so special and unique ever since I was a little girl.
Well, I was right, kind of. 2020, is a year that has left a huge impact on the whole universe, where it has
brought with it an unpredictable pandemic, conflicts, economic downfalls, and more.

However, I

normally like to think of things from a very positive perspective, where I believe that I won’t be the
person I am today, if we had not been affected by the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) so badly. As a
Public Health Graduate student, I have made a promise to myself to try to help my community as much
as can, in trying to understand methods to help limit the spread of the virus, accordingly. For example,
I had participated in a vast number of health promotion activities, in addition to writing a paper that
discusses COVID-19 and non-communicable diseases (NCDs) in the MENA region, which is expected to
be published in the Eastern Mediterranean Health Journal in early November. I have also unleashed the
power of technology and social media, which helped me connect and interact with people from all
around the world. I had also developed my hard skills, due to the sudden shift to online education and
e-learning. In short, year 2020 has been really tough, yet, inspiring at the same time, as I truly believe
of the power of endorsing a positive mindset in order to be able to face all types of issues and
consequences that might come across us later, in the future. 2020, has also inspired me to share my
thoughts and reflections to the world in regards to the field of public health, which is something I am
deeply passionate about, by launching my own podcast called “The Public Health Hub”. I have been
having so much fun recording episodes with professionals from around the world, and sharing thoughts
about a lot of public health topics and ideas with the world. I believe this year has pushed me to adopt
a positive mindset and mentality, to challenge myself, and to never under-estimate my capabilities in
regards to making the world a better place. I have high hopes for 2021, regardless of what might strike
the globe then, but, I will make sure to use the skills and lessons that I have learned from 2020, to be
able to better face any issue or problem that we might have to eventually deal with. Here’s to inducing
change, creating impact, and drawing smiles. (The attached is the logo of my podcast)"

Ghiwa Nassereddine
EMR REGIONAL LEAD

"With my career choice, I know that life will always get busy. But I seem to
have found a way of managing a balance between work and life. I’m an
amazing multitasker and I like mixing business and pleasure. I love
“workations”! Then coronavirus happened. Being a student and teacher at
the same time during lockdown has been really challenging. The pandemic
made me question my work practices and study habits. The work from
home situation made it inevitably difficult to set work-life boundaries and I
found myself in this cycle of persistent work, constant distractions, mini
breakdowns and burnouts. With the help of my SOs, mentors (and
mindfulness apps!), I was able to recognize the importance of healthy
breaks and redefine my idea of productivity. Thankfully, my mentors and
colleagues have also invited me to take part in meaningful COVID19
projects and initiatives that kept me inspired and motivated. Truly, the
pandemic is a pivotal moment for the the academia and public health
practice. For 2021 and the coming years, I aim to continually create a safe
space for my students and to contribute more in finding solutions to the
ever-growing problems surrounding public health - and hopefully, take that
quick workation for a change of scenery."

Tricia Palola
WPR STEERING COMMITTEE MEMBER

"2020 has been a year of unprecedented public health emergency, and
the healthcare sector is the epicenter of this challenge. This year has
been an eye-opener for all global agencies to focus more on health
systems strengthening. Lessons can be learned from this year to
provide more resilient and responsive health systems. 2021 can be
expected to be year of reforms in health sector to provide more
robust and action -oriented health systems globally."

Dr. Swati Singh
SEAR REGIONAL LEAD

"I think it would be fair to say that 2020 has shifted the collective consciousness of humanity toward
realising the importance of public health. COVID–19 has constituted a level of suffering hitherto
incomparable to all infectious disease outbreaks that have preceded it. In the span of just a few
months, the pandemic has reshaped the very nature of our perceived normalcy. At a personal level,
anxiety associated with uncertainty regarding the future, worries about the health of my family, and
separation from loved ones has, at times, felt overwhelming. This of course is unequaled to the tangible
and intangible losses countless families and health workers around the globe have sustained as a
consequence of the pandemic. The silver lining for me this year, however, has been to think critically
about the responsibility I bear as an emerging public health professional in the times to come, in
advocating for equitable health systems reform and in mediating multidisciplinary partnerships in public
health. Reflections of how a tiny virus consisting of the most basic form of genetic material has
exposed anew, glaring inequities in the increasingly neoliberal ideologies that undergird the health
systems of today has been as humbling as it has been existential. It is my hope that onward of 2021,
multidisciplinary collaborations fostered by organizations like the International Working Group for
Health Systems Strengthening serve as the proverbial building blocks for the creation of health systems
that work for all, not just a few. I strongly believe that collaboration is a key piece of the puzzle in
solving complex global challenges across vastly different local contexts. Its imperative to capitalize on
the window of opportunity for improvement that has presented itself in the current scenario. I am
cautiously optimistic about what lies ahead and look forward to contributing to the betterment of health
systems and policy through my research. At the present moment however, I’m trying to focus on the
little things, like cleaning my room, exercising, practicing gratitude and searching for ways to overcome
the procrastination I’m facing while writing my thesis by watching cat vidi..er..I mean..study motivation
videos on YouTube. For as I have come to find, incremental improvement of little things, the ones that
hide in plain sight across both health systems and life, isn’t really that little after all!"

Siddharth Srivastava
SEAR STEERING COMMITTEE MEMBER

"Beyond all else, the year 2020 has reminded me that change is
inevitable, and nothing is constant. Going into 2021, I hope that these
concepts can catalyze more positive change globally— specifically in
the emphasis we give public health initiatives socially and politically,
while also considering how we can improve international governance
to be inclusive and representative."

Lauren Tejkl
AMR REGIONAL LEAD

"2020 has been a rollercoaster ride for me. During the early months of
the pandemic, it felt like life had come to a halt with uncertainity
gripping in. COVID-19 has impacted almost every area of our lives and
we continue learning the lessons that are sure to influence how we
manage public health globally. 2020 has taught me, rather all of us,
the crucial role public health has in our lives. The role of physicians,
front-line health workers, scientists, and public health officials in
handling the complexity of the situation, and taking necessary steps
to maintain a healthy and safe society, was inspiring and humbling.
This pandemic has provided me with more motivation to continue to
learn and strive to be a better public health leader so that one day I
am prepared to help when called upon. Methods or systems for early
warnings for future health crisis and creative global partnerships to
create a better world will be something I would look forward to work
upon. For 2021, I am hopeful that we will continue investing in better
public health infrastructure to fight against COVID-19 and promote a
healthier population beyond the pandemic as well."

Utkarsha Telang
SEAR REGIONAL LEAD

"It is true, COVID-19 has indeed become a worldwide threat, but it
also

reminds

interdependent

all

of

us

of

community

the

fact

needing

that
united

we

are

action.

one

global,

Therefore,

strengthening public health is everyone's responsibility!"

Maria Fatima A. Villena
WPR REGIONAL LEAD

"For many people around the world, 2020 was one of the worst years
with the global economic depression, protests in many countries of
the world, and the COVID-19 pandemic. Lebanese people particularly
had it even worse given all the circumstances the country went
through from the economic and financial crisis, to hyperinflation and
finally the blast that happened on August 4.

With all these events,

there is no doubt that 2020 was a year full of surprises. Although we
are seeing the glass half empty, I am trying to see it half full, count
the blessings and reflect on all the positive things that happened
during this year. For instance, I got a great job during the pandemic.
The lockdown has also gave me time to reflect and think about my
self-development, future plans and ambitions."

Line Zaylaa
EMR REGIONAL LEAD

Fin.
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