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Dear editor,

The quick spread of the COVID-19 disease has generated 
the establishment of coordination mechanisms, control and 
lengthy actions by actors and/or agents, which has triggered 
border barriers between communities and people to curb the 
contagion. This situation has also produced fear of infection and 
a survival instinct that has inevitably altered the perception of 
the other, which is viewed with mistrust when configuring itself 
as a potentially infectious person; in extreme cases there is even 
discrimination or exclusion.

However, this should 
not affect collaboration 
to fight at all levels: 
governments, public 
and private sectors, civil 
society, international and 
regional organizations, 
while overcoming 
selfishness and 
segregation. So much 
so that the ethical ideal 
must transcend political 
borders, geographical 
limits and cultural 
differences, so that the 
focus is on the common 
needs of people and the joint responsibility to dialogue about 
concrete solutions to overcome the difficult situation. In other 
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So much so that the ethical 
ideal must transcend political 
borders, geographical limits 
and cultural differences, so that 
the focus is on the common 
needs of people and the joint 
responsibility to dialogue 
about concrete solutions 
to overcome the difficult 
situation. In other words, there 
is a need for constructive cross-
disciplinary meetings between 
governmental and scientific 
actors that help overcome the 
crisis.
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words, there is a need for constructive cross-disciplinary meetings between governmental and 
scientific actors that help overcome the crisis.

That is why in Colombia, as in other countries, there is concern about policies based on 
epidemiological data analysis of past events, when the behavior of the contagion may be 
heterogeneous according to the territories. This, without a doubt, can compromise the well-
being of the population in a panorama of uncertainty and in the evolution of the virus, which 
requires ethical and contextual reflections on decisions that can be potentially negative in 
unsafe conditions, as insufficient resources for care in health (e.g. beds in intensive care units).

Indeed, the pandemic made evident the health systems 
fragility in the world and Colombia is no exception. 
The efficient management of scarce resources and the 
strengthening of public health must be a priority matter 
for the government; under this scenario, ethical principles 
are unwavering, they must be adjusted to exceptional 
circumstances, in which scientific integrity protects 
them for the common good. At the same time, they 
must bring with them respect for human rights, privacy 
and autonomy to handle themselves with caution when 
confronted with values of security and protection. In this 
important challenge, the Colombian government has 
taken measures that can be classified into three lines:

1.	 Sanitary and health emergency measures.
2.	 Social, economic and ecological emergency measures.
3.	 Public order and other ordinary measures.

There are close relationships between them and in each group of measures and standards, the 
aim is to improve and take the most appropriate actions to handle the situation cleverly. The 
end: the greatest benefit to society when carrying out intersectoral work in areas such as edu-
cation, culture, economy and health1, among others.

The field of public health is one of collective action, both by the State and by civil society. It 
deals with the health problems of individuals and populations, seeking to protect and elevate 
health conditions with the planning and design of educational strategies, health promotion, 
disease prevention and diagnosis services organization, treatment and rehabilitation. The 
concept assumes responsibilities that include collective interventions and access to quality and 
ethical health care services, which is why it constitutes an interdisciplinary social practice2. For 
this reason, it is the responsibility of public health ethics to design and apply measures for the 
surveillance and perfection of the population health. Furthermore, it goes beyond healthcare by 
addressing structural conditions that facilitate or hinder the goal of building healthy societies3.

On the other hand, COVID-19 is an emerging acute infectious disease that has reached 
vertiginous proportions that require ethically acceptable reflections and collective responses4. 
Hence, it is a challenge for public health, the economy and individual and community well-
being, therefore, it threatens life and forces isolation and confinement. However, at the same 
time, it highlights the family and the environment importance, as well as the need for health 
services that are appropriate to the situation.

The efficient management 
of scarce resources and the 
strengthening of public health 
must be a priority matter for 
the government; under this 
scenario, ethical principles 
are unwavering, they must 
be adjusted to exceptional 
circumstances, in which scientific 
integrity protects them for the 
common good
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Ethics has taken center stage in the mission of the World Health Organization (WHO) by 
protecting and promoting health through the formulation of policies that combine ethical and 
scientifically based principles as one of the six basic functions5.  Consequently, in the COVID-19 
pandemic framework, and from a global perspective, some of the essential issues of public 
health ethics are the following:

Inequalities in health status, access to care and benefits of medical research: social justice is inherent 
to public health, there is a duty to seek better levels of health for vulnerable populations and 
thus reduce inequities, for example, it is necessary to make value judgments to allocate state 
resources that benefit the most disadvantaged against to interventions that benefit a few.
Infectious diseases threat response: government actions of all kinds to curb the spread of 
infectious diseases involve complex questions and actions about the usefulness of limiting 
individual freedoms to safeguard the common welfare. An example of this are the isolation and 
quarantine caused by the current pandemic situation.

International cooperation in surveillance and health monitoring: the guidelines of the Internation-
al Health Regulations make it possible to see the commitment of the countries to act together 
in the face of public health emergencies, determine the scope of the obligations collectively 
and define how they should be fulfilled. One way or another, this will pose huge ethical dilem-
mas to be solved, under the premise that collective benefits prevail over individual ones6.

It cannot be ignored that isolation and quarantine 
measures and their results are much more difficult for the 
most vulnerable populations. Given this, the government 
has implemented support strategies to counter the 
higher incidence of mental illness, mitigate the increase 
in domestic and gender violence cases and subsidize 
the “poor population” who depend economically on 
informal activities. However, this is a pandemic that 
strongly reflects the inequities and social inequalities of 
Colombian families and the invisible stories as a result 
of the extreme injustices that the countries experience, 
especially the so-called “third worlds”.

On the other hand, when it is necessary to prioritize patients in a context of scarce resources, the 
need according to the clinical condition and the most effective treatment available should be 
the criteria to be considered. The procedures for making these decisions have been systematized 
so that they are transparent and ethical.

The official information from the government, scientists and the media has generally been 
simple, clear, precise, complete and timely. So, that it is understood by society, regardless of 
age or level of education. It can be understood that no panic has been generated, but the 
risk has not been minimized either. In contrast, lightness on social networks, misinformation, 
disqualification and panic-generating messages affect mental health and awaken survival 
instincts that undermine preventive efforts, so their presence should not be tolerated.

During the pandemic, the right to health can only be guaranteed through the health duty, 
it is everyone’s responsibility to comply with the rules that protect not only individuals, but 
especially the community. Therefore, abiding by the instructions and recommendations of the 

This is a pandemic that strongly 
reflects the inequities and 
social inequalities of Colombian 
families and the invisible stories 
as a result of the extreme 
injustices that the countries 
experience, especially the so-
called "third worlds".
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authorities, promoting respect and dialogue in relations of coexistence, are essential to mitigate 
the pandemic, as well as to avoid meetings and celebrations or unnecessary mobilizations in 
the city or between cities and municipalities.

Finally, the acts of corruption and inadequate use of public resources are repugnant, 
condemnable, and unethical acts, deeply affect 
society; they cannot be tolerated and must be openly 
denounced7. By way of conclusion, it is worth saying 
that the way of life has completely changed, work and 
educational activities, places of recreation, shops and 
social life with family and friends suddenly stopped. 
In any case, there is a desire to overcome the multiple 
challenges that the pandemic implies for public health, 
the economy and individual and community well-being, 
so that society must mutually support, be in solidarity, 
respect those who think differently, be empathetic and 
put yourself in the place of others. Solidarity, justice in the 
distribution of the scarce existing resources and honesty 
must prevail, therefore it is the moment when public health and bioethics come together as 
a dyad to think in terms not only biological, but social and in this way, give a comprehensive 
response to the needs of society in the context of the current situation, in which the distant 
becomes close and the unattainable must approach the reality we live in.
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Therefore it is the moment when 
public health and bioethics 
come together as a dyad to think 
in terms not only biological, but 
social and in this way, give a 
comprehensive response to the 
needs of society in the context 
of the current situation, in which 
the distant becomes close and 
the unattainable must approach 
the reality we live in.
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