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In a  time that increasingly questions the effi‐
cacy of diplomacy and multilateral treaties, Sara
E. Davies’s most  recent  work serves as a  well-re‐
searched reminder of the transformative potential
that can reside in the making of agreements and
in  the creation  of  diplomatic  structures between
regional  partners.  Containing  Contagion focuses
on  the politics  of  disease outbreaks in  Southeast
Asia, where recent  epidemic  outbreaks of  severe
acute  respiratory  syndrome  (SARS)  and  H5N1
(avian influenza or “bird flu”) created a strong po‐
litical  will  for cooperation  in  response to  public
health emergencies—which by  their  very  nature
do  not  respect  boundaries  and  thus  are  truly
transnational. Against the backdrop of the simul‐
taneous implementation of the World Health Or‐
ganization’s (WHO)  International Health Regula‐
tions (IHR, revised in 2005), this book explores the
different ways this cooperation was institutional‐
ized and made to work in  Southeast  Asia, all the
while asking the core question of whether diploma‐
cy  can  actually  make a  measurable difference—
and if so, why and how? This question goes to the
heart  of the study of international relations, and
this book is a valuable contribution not only to the
study of global health diplomacy but also to wider
discussions within this field. 

Challenging the prevailing perception of a gen‐
eral  failure  of  IHR  implementation,  this  book

presents  a  meticulously  researched reevaluation
of state performance with regard to the eight core
capacities  enshrined in  the revised IHR. This  ac‐
count is contextualized with different layers of in‐
stitutional international organizations that are re‐
gion specific to Southeast Asia—including the two
WHO regional offices that cover this geographical
area, Western Pacific Regional Office (WPRO) and
South-East Asia Regional Office (SEARO); the preex‐
isting  Association  of  Southeast  Asian  Nations
(ASEAN);  the extended ASEAN Plus Three (includ‐
ing Japan, China, and South Korea);  the regional
Mekong Basin  Disease  Surveillance  (MBDS)  net‐
work;  and  the  unique  organization  specifically
created  for  the  implementation  of  the  IHR  in
Southeast  Asia,  the  Asian  Pacific  Strategy  for
Emerging Infectious Diseases (APSED). The region’s
combination of technical and political institutions
in the field of disease diplomacy is particularly no‐
table as Southeast Asia is known for its long-stand‐
ing commitment  to  the principle of  noninterfer‐
ence, making the implementation  of  the IHR an
unusual case in which states “acquiesce to an in‐
ternational regulation coupled with a  framework
that permitted evaluations, even interference and
judgment, from an international organization, the
WHO”  (p.  4).  Davies  argues  that  what  emerges
from this “curious case” of collaboration in a non‐
interference environment is an empirical account



of  “compliance pull”  through informal processes
(p. 8). 

The book’s central argument focuses on the ef‐
fectiveness  of  APSED,  which  is  a  region-specific
framework supporting the implementation of the
IHR that has thus far run in three phases. Previous
evaluations of APSED and more generally  of IHR
implementation  emphasize  that  “two-thirds  of
states have failed to meet the IHR core capacities”
and find APSED to bring about “only thin, mainly
instrumental  and  rhetorical,  cooperation  that
drives only  minimal institutional and behavioral
change at the regional or domestic level” (pp. 9, 6).
[1] In contrast, Davies finds that “the narrative of
compliance  failure  risks  downplaying  what  has
been achieved in a short time and the very real ev‐
idence  that  the  IHR  have  exerted  considerable
‘compliance  pull’  across  a  sizable  majority  of
states” and argues “whatever their limitations, re‐
gional political institutions continue to play a vital
role in bridging the gap between the global and the
local, between  the ambitions of  WHO headquar‐
ters and the realities on  the ground in  Southeast
Asia” (pp. 41, 158). The book makes its case over six
chapters, beginning with the development  of  the
IHR and the political context in Southeast Asia in
chapters 1 and 2. Chapter 3 provides a careful dis‐
section  of  the political  pressures enacted by  dis‐
ease outbreaks in  Southeast  Asia, giving rise to a
normative  shift  toward  an  understanding  of
health  security  threats  as  collective threats.
Against this backdrop, chapter 4 traces the emer‐
gence of APSED as a regional “middle path” toward
implementation, which is then backed up in chap‐
ter 5 with a detailed comparative appraisal of dis‐
ease outbreak reporting behavior of ASEAN mem‐
ber states. Chapter 6 then discusses the likely rea‐
sons for statistical anomalies and contradictions
arising from the reporting statistics, finding that in
the end “capacity  assessments ... are all  political
statements about the efficiency and stability of the
[state’s] regime” (p. 157). 

The strength of this book is its close attention
to detail, especially in its meticulous and contextu‐
alized discussions of reporting behavior and core
capacity fulfillment statistics over time. These em‐
pirics  form  a  solid  basis  for  Davies’s  findings,
which skillfully  pick  apart  the  above-mentioned
statistical value of two-thirds of states not meeting
IHR core capacities. Her account carefully  differ‐
entiates between changes across the eight different
capacities and compares states’ performance with
their overall reporting behavior, finding “a strong
trend toward more open and prompt communica‐
tion of disease outbreaks and enhanced freedom
to  report”  (p.  115).  The  influence  of  APSED,  the
WHO, and other dedicated organizations via pro‐
cesses  of  international  standard  setting  here
emerges as a pivotal factor for improving surveil‐
lance  and  reporting  of  designated  international
public health threats and also of endemic disease
outbreaks. This process, however, is not working in
the same way in every context. Throughout, Davies
balances  her  assessment  with  discussions  of  “a
small number of states [that] have remained con‐
sistent  in  the  inconsistent  practice  of  detection
and verification” (p. 158). She also points out that
the “outstanding problem is that endemic diseases
without regional or WHO-level attention continue
to  go  undetected”  (p.  137).  Overall,  her  findings
somewhat  lessen  worries  about  the  creation  of
compliance  “silos,”  through  which  international
priorities deviate funds and operational capacity
from  other  potentially  more  significant  public
health issues (p. 160). 

Davies builds her argument with great clarity
and focus—which, however, at times comes at the
expense  of  taking  a  wider  view of  APSED’s  and
Southeast Asia’s track records in comparison with
the experiences of other regions regarding IHR im‐
plementation. For example, the book briefly men‐
tions criticism engendered by the WHO’s failure to
deal  effectively  with the Ebola  outbreak  in  West
Africa in 2014, thus illuminating the WHO’s empha‐
sis on regional reporting and its pitfalls. Compara‐
tive insights such as these could have been intro‐
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duced more frequently throughout in order to give
the reader a  deeper understanding of the central
argument’s  wider  implications.  This  could  have
contextualized important  concluding statements,
which, for example, find that “disease surveillance
emerged as a priority for Southeast Asia even prior
to  the IHR  revisions,  perhaps  explaining in  part
why  the  region  accepted  the  IHR  revisions”  (p.
142). Statements such as this raise the question of
how much Southeast Asia’s experience differs from
other regions and whether this particular experi‐
ence can be replicated in other regions. A compar‐
ative angle is covered more thoroughly in Davies’s
co-authored work with Adam Kamradt-Scott  and
Simon Rushton, Disease Diplomacy: International
Norms  and  Global  Health  Security (2015),  but
would have added a further valuable dimension to
the discussion in the present book. 

The wider implications of the book’s core argu‐
ment  could  have  also  been  foregrounded  more
throughout,  as  this  is  essentially  a  book  about
some of the central questions for global health se‐
curity today. Presenting the book’s remit as exclu‐
sively focused on the politics of disease outbreaks
in Southeast  Asia  slightly  undersells the potential
impact.  The  book  directly  contributes  to  discus‐
sions of whether the securitization of health issues
is advisable, about the conflict between appraisals
of the influence of hard power and soft power in
international relations, and about the role of hu‐
man rights standards for and within global health
instruments.  It  also  engages  with theoretical  de‐
bates on the relationship between health and gov‐
ernance  by  discussing  the  correlation  between
“health spending, regime type, and political stabili‐
ty,” and shows that no definite correlation can be
established (p. 47). Further critical global health is‐
sues, such as the use of metrics, also feed into the
discussion, as statistics are then used to diminish
the impact  of  grand numbers often  used for the
promotion  of  global health programs and priori‐
ties. All these different aspects together make this
book a compelling showcase for why the study of
global health matters and illustrates what a closer

look at  health governance can add to the under‐
standing of diplomacy. 

Notes 

[1]. The study  referenced by  Davies is  Suerie
Moon, et al., “Will Ebola Change the Game? Ten Es‐
sential Reforms before the Next Pandemic. The Re‐
port of the Harvard-LSHTM Independent Panel on
the Global Response to Ebola,” The Lancet 386, no.
10009 (2015): 2204–21. 
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