Speaker 1: And there was this intention, this idea that there would be a political declaration, which is the outcome document often of meetings like this, which is a consensus declaration of where we, all the countries of the world who are participating in this meeting, can agree on this particular issue. Yet, at this meeting last Friday, there was no political declaration adopted by consensus. So, what transpired to block that consensus that enabled the failure of this political declaration to be agreed upon? 

Speaker 2: I wouldn't call it a failure right now, and we're still hoping that the political declaration will advance this calendar year. But a lot of the policy-sticking details are some of the same ones that challenge the pandemic agreement process, and what are some of the thornier issues to come to alignment on, especially between countries in the global north and countries in the global south? Technology transfer and different aspects of that that touch on pharmaceutical R&D and manufacturing are those that continue to be challenging. 

And then when you bring things like this to a more general UN body, you start to see political tensions from other processes or other parts of geopolitics enter the arena. So, during the drafting stage of the political declaration, there's a process where you have a text, countries negotiate on it, and then it's open for silence procedure, where you say this is the draft. Countries have an opportunity to comment on it. If silence is not broken, we're going to keep moving forward. 

Unfortunately, with each iteration of the draft, silence was broken. And then in August, the co-facilitators of the process said, “Silence was broken again, but we feel this is the strongest document we can get from a consensus perspective. So, we're going to keep moving it as it's currently drafted,” in hopes that once it got down the line a little further, once there could be some bilateral meetings with different member states, some of the issues could be resolved so that people wouldn't speak out against it. That did not totally happen in this case.

And there were still unresolved issues that prevented countries from being able to say, “We can advance this with a consensus process at the high-level meeting.” 

Speaker 1: Which countries? Because the reporting I saw suggested that it was mostly the United States and a handful of smaller countries that formally blocked consensus. What was the United States objections? 

Speaker 2: I think advocates, at least, were mentally prepared for the United States to come in with objections to this process, as they have in a lot of multilateral processes to date. And some of the objections are around issues like sexual and reproductive health and rights, which don't necessarily need to come into play in this arena. But if it's a health-related issue and it could possibly touch on those things, there's an opportunity to lodge objections.

Part of it has to do with industrial policies and what is seen to be in the best interests of the United States. Some parts of it are around how much the United States engaged productively in the negotiating process of the political declaration versus just coming in at the end and saying, “Eh, we don't like this.” 
