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Public Health in the era of despair, denial, disinformation, despots and 
disasters 

We face a difficult task just doing our jobs in  public health and health services - be it in 
health promotion, heath protection or  health services tasks  

But those tasks are made more difficult by the perfect storm of global health risks that 
now face us  

And those risks are made the greater by the climate of  disinformation which throws 
everything and everyone into doubt, hesitancy and fear

There has never been a more important time to be in the service of the health of the public, 
and never a more difficult time
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Global heath threats 
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The world is burning and drowning 
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Increased wildfire risks to health from climate change. 
https://sciencebrief.org/topics/climate-change-science/wildfires
Health effects --Xu et al NEJM 2020, 4 articles Lancet Planetary Health 2021.

Wildfire particles are smaller than 
those in particulate matter from 
urban sources (i.e., with a higher 
proportion of PM2.5 in PM10) and 
may contain more oxidative and 
proinflammatory components.

Chen G et al The Lancet Planetary Health 2021 5e579-e587DOI: (10.1016/S2542-5196(21)00200-X) 

https://sciencebrief.org/topics/climate-change-science/wildfires
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https://sciencebrief.org/topics/climate-change-science/wildfires
https://sciencebrief.org/topics/climate-change-science/wildfires
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Interconnectness:  Loss of agricultural land through global warming,  crop failure, food 
riots, Arab Spring,  Syrian war, mass migration,  the rise of poplsit governments 
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Interconnectedness:  
conflict over natural 
resources: oil, water 
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✓The epidemiology of violence
✓Evidence-based violence prevention: a life 

course approach
✓Asset based community development
✓Primary, secondary &tertiary prevention role of  

the public health community as  primary preventers of violent 
conflict, through  healthy public policies and tackling major social 
inequalities in health; and as early reactors, mitigaters and 
responders to violence. 

✓New public mental health approaches 
✓A role for public health in conflict resolution 

with aid agencies,  political scientists, theologians and  
international lawyers

✓A role for public  health educational bodies
✓A leadership and partnership role  for public 

health  

www.fph.org.uk/uploads/Violence%20report.pdf

Areas of action for the public 
health community in preventing 
violence 

http://www.fph.org.uk/uploads/Violence%20report.pdf
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Climate breakdown and  direct  health effects :risk of pandemics 
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Climate breakdown and  direct  health effects :risk of pandemics 
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Why isn’t it working  ? 

Reducing health damaging behaviours? 

Climate change? 

Reducing Inequalities in health ? 

Addressing the pandemic of adolescent mental ill health?  

Managing a pandemic ? 

Preventing war?  

John Middleton  Geopolitical Health June 2026 



Political and societal constraints?
Geopolitics affects all administrations and all public heath services and 
outcomes 

Neoliberalism: creating the drive for uncontrolled globalization/ colonialization of health 
damaging manufacturing and services by multinational companies set against a drive for low tax/  
small state policies  

The ‘Sovereign individuals’, the rise of the super-rich, oligarchy, increasing inequality through the 
offshoring of wealth. 

And the rise of populism, accelerating  political corruption and  distrust of governments, creating 
culture wars; leading to politic instability across the globe, creating conditions of  fear, distrust 
and opportunities for conflict…. And authoritarian regimes  

The information revolution has influenced all of these: the explosion of social media, and 
industrial disinformation undermining individual thinking and  undermining democratic processes 
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Neoliberalism  

➢The rule of the market 
➢Cutting public expenditure for social services 
➢Deregulation 
➢Privatisation 
➢Eliminating the concept of ‘the public good’  

Government represents bureaucratic bloat and political imposition. 
Markets embody human freedom. And with markets, people get what they 
deserve; to alter the market is to spoil the poor and punish the productive 

Friedrich Hayek, Ludvig 
von Mises 1938, 
published  1944-45 
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Neoliberalism  
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Neoliberalism  

John Middleton : Courage in dark times for the health of the public;
FPHMI,  May 19th 2026
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The tobacco 
playbook  
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http://www.bmj.com/content/358/bmj.j4443?sso=

http://www.bmj.com/content/358/bmj.j4443?sso




Big Food  
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Global burden of disease 
2019 

John Middleton  Geopolitical Health June 2026 



Global burden of disease 
2019 
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Burden of disease attributable to 20 leading risk factors in 2010

expressed as a percentage of global disability-adjusted life-years

Global Burden of Disease Group.  www.thelancet.com 2012  380 2245

Diet ≈ 40%



These 10 Corporations Control Almost Everything We Eat



Big  Tech – Social 
media 
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In 2021, an estimated 123 million new cases of mental disorders 

were reported among children and adolescents, with an 11.8% 

annual increase during the pandemic period. Globally, one in 

seven 10-19-year-olds experienced a mental disorder, accounting 

for 15% of the global burden of disease in this age group. Anxiety 

disorders became the leading cause of nonfatal disability in this 

group, overtaking previous rankings, and depressive disorders 

also rose significantly in burden. This increase was most 

pronounced among females, those aged 15–24, and in high 

sociodemographic index regions.  Overall, mental disorders are 

the leading cause of non-fatal disease burden globally, with a 

persistent rise in prevalence among younger populations. The age 

of onset for most mental disorders peaks around 15 years, 
underscoring adolescence as a critical period for intervention. 
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https://www.aomrc.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2026/05/Academy_Submission_DSIT_Growing
_up_in_the_online_world_0526.pdf 
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Big  Fossil Fuel
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https://multinationales.org/en/investigations/the-atlas-
network-france-and-the-eu/#nb8
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https://multinationales.org/en/investigations/the-atlas-
network-france-and-the-eu/#nb8
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Fossil fuel funded think tanks, part of the Atlas Network 
– active in  Europe

European Liberty Forum   (organized by the  Atlas 
Foundation - in  Warsaw 2022; Spain,2024)

Free Trade Europa (based Sweden)

Foundation for the advancement of Freedom Fundalib  
(Spain )

ECIPE  European Centre for International Political 
Economy

Consumer Choice Center (Washington base- active in 
Europe)

Fundacje Liberte  (Poland )
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IGlobal Warming  Policy  Foundation UK 
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/dark-money-

investigations/global-warming-policy-foundation-
net-zero-watch-koch-brothers/
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Institute of 
Economic Affairs  
UK 
https://unearthed.green
peace.org/2018/07/30/b
p-funding-institute-of-
economic-affairs-
gambling/ 
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The right to protest in 
the UK  suppressed by  
Rishi Sunak’s Policing 
Act 2023  

Policing Act drafted by  
Policy Exchange, 
funded by Exxon  Mobil 
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The right to protest in the UK  suppressed by  Rishi 
Sunak/s Policing Act 2023, drafted by  Policy Exchange, 
funded by Exxon  Mobil
Dr Sarah  Benn, and  the Extinction Rebellion 16 victims . 
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Russell Vought, author in chief,  Project 2025, 

and no White House Director of the Office of 
Management and Budget
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Fossil fuel  funded through the Koch Foundation, 
Neoliberal Think tank interference with national 
policy at a new extreme through the Heritage 
Foundation,  Project 2025,  the blueprint for the 
Trump regime 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/article/2024/nov/04/what-
is-project-2025-trump 
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Neoliberalism  
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Political and societal constraints?  
Geopolitics affects all administrations, policing and public heath services 

The ‘Sovereign individuals’:
The ‘Sovereign Individuals’ who will gain most from this liberation are ‘the 
brightest, most successful and ambitious’ among us, ‘those who can educate 
and motivate themselves …. Genius will be unleashed, freed from both the 
oppression of government.’

‘Persons of even quite modest means will soar as the gravitational pull of 
politics on the global economy weakens. Unprecedented financial 
independence will be a reachable goal in your lifetime or that of your 
children.’

The ‘left-behinds’ realise they have been taken for a ride and their communities and way of 
life are under threat. ‘A time of great danger and great reward.’
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The rise of Populism 

Culture wars: 

Someone is to blame that 
my life isn’t getting better 
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Performative cruelty:  asylum 
seekers kept on Bibby Stockholm 
barge ; OHCHR report on criminalizing 
homeless people; continued slaughter 
of children in Gaza 
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The age of social media, misinformation and disinformation

Misinformation: false information that is spread, 

regardless of intent to mislead.

Disinformation: false information that is 

intentionally designed to mislead.
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The age of social media, misinformation and disinformation

Infodemics: misappropriating social media - to 
sway opinion and behaviour  – in this example in 
vaccine hesitancy 

John Middleton  Geopolitical Health June 2026 



https://theconversation.com
/uk/topics/russian-trolls-
58864
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The age of social media, misinformation and disinformation

Infodemics: 
misappropriating 
personal information 
to sway opinion and 
behaviour  – in this 
example in elections
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https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2024/nov/11/a-new-era-dawns-
americas-tech-bros-now-strut-their-stuff-in-the-corridors-of-power
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The age of  technofeudalism

To these, we must add ‘surveillance society’ 

‘information chaos’, Techno feudalism 
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Political determinants of health :  

Corruption 
Personal enrichment
Autocracy
Power
Belief
Offset by dangerous incompetence 
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And the political 

corruption came 

into plain sight  
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‘Conservative friends of Russia’: a party still 
courting Russian money post February 2022 
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Reform friends of Russia  
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Five stages of fascism 

1. The rejection of democracy, the rule of law, and equal rights under the 
law in favor of a strongman who interprets the popular will.
2. The galvanizing of popular rage against cultural elites.
3. Nationalism based on a dominant “superior” race and historic 
bloodlines.
4. Extolling brute strength and heroic warriors.
5. Disdain of women and fear of non-standard forms of gender identity and 
sexual orientation

Robert Reich 
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https://www.adl.org/resources/hate-symbol/vanguard-america

Far right groups  
USA 
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POLYCRISIS 

Iran  War  - global food shortages

Economic shock  - recession, hyperinflation  

Cyber terror

Iran-USA_CHINA relations – nuclear war by miscalculation 

Ukraine- Russia  nuclear attack by  desparation

Super El Nino even bigger food shortages

At a time when political leadership least prepared to deal with 
one crisis  
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National Scientific Committee 
members fired

CDC  director  resigned after refusing 
to support  anti scientific 
immunization policies

Advisory committee on immunization 
policy sacked and replaced.  

Environmental and  climatic science  
bodies de-funded or marginalized 

100 advisory scientific committees 
terminated
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Measles in Sandwell 
2000+cases in 1988 
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https://www.aspher.org/media/resources/2026/05/ASPHER
_Hantavirus-outbreak_image.png 
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https://www.aspher.org/media/reso
urces/2026/05/How_WHO_Function
s_in_a_Fragmented_World_130526_
final.pdf
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‘Seven things’  John Middleton
✓Believe  that health and quality of life can be better for all people, everywhere in 

the world, and for the planet 
✓Keep up our professional knowledge – be needed and be useful – 
✓Be alert on emergency preparedness: knowledgeable; prepared; connected
✓ Think global, act local 
✓ Think ‘Planetary Health’; ‘One Health’
✓ Think inequalities in health and how to reduce these
✓ Think ‘First Nation Health’ 
✓Understand the geopolitical world in which we live: Neoliberalism; Oligarchy and 

the rise of the super-rich; the rise of populism; Industrial-scale disinformation; 
Culture wars;  Conflicts- local, regional, national, international



Ethics, values, rights, law  

https://globalnetworkpubli
chealth.org/a-new-year-a-
new-resolve-a-renewed-
moral-compass-for-public-
health/ 

https://academic.oup.com/jpubhealth/i
ssue/47/Supplement_1?login=false 
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Appendices : Work with European and 
Global academic public health:

ASPHER-Europe 



I

Improving and protecting the public 
health

by strengthening education and training
of public health professionals
for both practice and research



 

Established 1966
Over 120 members, in 44 of 53 WHO  European countries 

Active through pandemic,  taskforce producing over 100 papers 
Development of competency and curriculum

Encouragement of global partnership
Climate breakdown and public health education    
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Appendices : Work with European and 
Global academic public health

GNAPH-Global 



An Alliance of Regional Associations 
representing schools and programs of public health around the world

▪ Alianza Latinoamericana de Salud Global 
▪ Asia-Pacific Academic Consortium for Public Health
▪ Association of Schools of Public Health in Africa
▪ Association of Schools of Public Health in the 

European Region
▪ Association of Schools and Programs of Public 

Health
▪ Council of Academic Public Health Institutions 

Australasia
▪ South-East Asia Public Health Education Institutions 

Network



500 Institutions | 100 Countries | 6 
Continents



Goal

Enhance academic public 
health worldwide through 
mutual learning and 
collaborations between 
academic public health 
institutions globally in order to 
improve and protect the health 
of people and the planet. 



• Workforce development
• Advocate for public health education
• Climate change and health 
• Ethics and codes of conduct
• Faculty development
• Public health diplomacy

See our current  action plan: 
https://aspph-prod-web-assets.s3.us-east-1.amazonaws.com/GNAPH_programme_for_2025-
27_final.pdf   

Priorities



https://s3.amazonaws.com/ASPPH_Media_Files/D
ocs/GNAPH_Global+governance+for+health.pdf

https://s3.amazonaws.com/ASPPH_Media_Files/Docs/GNAPH_Global+governance+for+health.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/ASPPH_Media_Files/Docs/GNAPH_Global+governance+for+health.pdf


Global vision 
and strategy : 
WHO  
roadmap for 
public health 
workforce 
2022; 
Competency 
and 
outcomes 
framework, 
2024

GNAPH Priority area: Public heath and 
emergency workforce capacity building 



Climate and health 
education
Climate and health responders courses

Faculty development courses 

Climate, ethics and law course  planned 

Geopolitical health curriculum  reflecting on fossil 
fuel and political forces against  climate  
improvement

GNAPH  seeking to  work with PHA, One Health 
leaders and  GCCCCHE on common earning 
agenda 

Regional communities of practice developing 

Communities of practice 
https://globalnetworkpublichealth.org/climate-and-health/climate-and-health-
communities-of-practice-cops/ 
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https://www.fph.org.uk/media/iqkftmug/climate-
litigation-report.pdf

GNAPH Priority area: 
Ethics and law 



Ethics, values, rights, law  

https://globalnetworkpubli
chealth.org/a-new-year-a-
new-resolve-a-renewed-
moral-compass-for-public-
health/ 

Repository of  the  Public Health 
Ethics and Law  Network :  
https://globalnetworkpublichealth.org/
public-health-ethics-values-and-law/

https://academic.oup.com/jpubhealt
h/issue/47/Supplement_1?login=fals
e 
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Public Health diplomacy



Riegelman This is Public 
Health Global Grants  



THANK YOU 

JOHN MIDDLETON, Hon FFPH, FRCP, FRCPI
 PRESIDENT,GNAPH

johnmiddleton@phonecoop.coop 
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