
The nature of a pandemic of a deadly disease is that it
will cause death, destruction and chaos in those
countries that are either unprepared, or are unwilling,
to take action needed to protect the population. In
1848 Rudolph Virchow wrote, “epidemics are like large
signposts from which a statement of stature can read
that disturbance has occurred in the development of
his nation which not even careless politics can afford
to overlook”. [1]

Sir William Osler was an admirer of Virchow and visited
him in Berlin.[2] They shared an interest, indeed
fascination, with many different aspects of pathology
and medicine, and both men strived to emphasise the
importance of environmental issues in prevention and
treatment. Some of the topics dwelt upon by Osler,
such as the effect of fresh air and the importance of
civic action to prevent disease, are principles as
relevant to the response to COVID-19 as they were to
tuberculosis and typhoid in the 19th century.

Unfortunately, the national and global response to
COVID-19 seems to indicate that “careless politics” can
indeed ignore public health and place greater
importance on other aspects of human existence. The
talk will consider the response, both in the UK and
abroad, to the pandemic and the lessons that can and
should be learnt via the inevitable inquiries in the post-
pandemic period.[3]
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and President of the Section of Epidemiology and
Public Health of the Royal Society of Medicine.
Previously he was professor of public health and
planning, and director of the World Health
Organisation (WHO) Collaborating Centre for Healthy
Urban Environments, both at the University of the
West of England (UWE), and chair of the Trustees of
the Soil Association. He is a member of the
Independent SAGE group, formed during the COVID-
19 pandemic in 2020. 

Before his roles in public health, Professor Scally
trained in general practice. He spent his early career in
Northern Ireland as chief administrative medical
officer and director of public health for the Eastern
Health and Social Services Board, where he
contributed to the founding of a young people's
sexual health service.  

After moving to England, he led several inquiries into
serious NHS clinical failures including pathology in
Swindon, breast screening in Exeter and abuse in
Winterbourne. He is credited, along with Sir Liam
Donaldson, as defining clinical governance.
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"Physicians should be concerned not only about
individual patients but also about public health"

"State Boards of Health should have more
support"
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