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PILLAR 5:  LABORATORIES AND DIAGNOSTICS

The WHO Foundation supports the global response to COVID-19 by actively fundraising 
for the World Health Organization and its partners around the world to ensure that every 
country has the technical and operational capacity to overcome this.

COVID-19 Strategic 
Preparedness and 
Response Plan



WHO Foundation – SPRP2021 – Pillar 5: Laboratories and diagnostics 2

What is the COVID-19 Strategic 
Preparedness and Response Plan?
The COVID-19 Strategic Preparedness and Response Plan (SPRP2021) was introduced in 
February 2020 and outlines the public health measures that need to be taken to support 
countries to prepare for and respond to COVID-19.

The WHO’s strategy is aimed at guiding the coordinated action to be taken at the national, 
regional, and global levels to overcome the ongoing challenges in the response to COVID-19,  
to address inequities, and chart the course out of the pandemic. 

A year on, the SPRP2021 builds on what we have learned, and outlines measures to ensure the 
implementation of safe, equitable and effective solutions to end COVID-19. 

SPRP2021 is organized by the following response pillars to help guide the public health  
response to COVID-19. All of the pillars are interlinked and WHO Foundation is committed to 
raise funds for the SPRP2021 as a whole, as a missing link in the response chain would have 
disastrous consequences.

 Pillar 1: ___ Coordination, planning, financing, and monitoring

 Pillar 2: ___ Risk communication, community engagement and infodemic management

 Pillar 3: ___  Surveillance, epidemiological investigation, contact tracing, and adjustment 
of public health and social measures

 Pillar 4: ___ Points of entry, international travel and transport, and mass gatherings

 Pillar 5: ___ Laboratories and diagnostics

 Pillar 6: ___ Infection prevention and control, and protection of the health workforce

 Pillar 7: ___ Case management, clinical operations, and therapeutics

 Pillar 8: ___ Operational support and logistics, and supply chains

 Pillar 9: ___ Maintaining essential health services and systems

 Pillar 10: __ Vaccination
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Pillar 5:
Laboratories and diagnostics
Equipping health workers with the detection materials they need

ESSENTIAL DETECTION
Strategic diagnostic laboratory testing is a cornerstone of the management of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Detecting cases is essential for interrupting disease transmission through: 

• Tracking virus circulation.

• Isolating infected individuals.

• Informing the level of care required.

• Notifying the public on cases.

It is now crucial to monitor the spread of COVID-19 variants. The current situation demands 
surge support to strengthen laboratory capacity and supply chains. There is also a need 
for a surge in testing equipment: although PCR tests remain the gold standard on account 
of their accuracy, rapid antigen-detection tests (Ag-RDTs) are faster, easier to administer 
and can supplement PCR testing and boost testing capacity. WHOF is focusing on projects, 
programmes and innovations which can strengthen laboratories and boost testing capacity in 
regions that need it the most.

THE COLLECTIVE SERVICE
Laboratory testing is critical in effective control of the spread of the disease. Since January 
2020, WHO has emphasized the importance of diagnostic testing as part of a comprehensive 
strategy to control COVID-19. In early 2020, a COVID-19 Reference Laboratory Network was 
established across the six WHO regions to strengthen global diagnostic capacity. 

By the third week of January 2020, WHO had contracted the manufacture of reagents and 
supplies needed for SARS-CoV-2 PCR tests. By late January, WHO began shipping PCR tests to 
over 150 labs around the world, enabling countries to detect and monitor the virus.

WHO procurement and logistics teams and partners continue to work around the clock to 
get laboratories the reagents and supplies they need, despite travel restrictions. WHO also 
works to strengthen the capacities at regional, national and subnational level. In February, 
only two laboratories in the WHO African Region could diagnose a COVID-19 case. Now, 750 
laboratories across the region can test for the virus.

https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/who-reference-laboratories-providing-confirmatory-testing-for-covid-19
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“We feel extremely proud as WHO to support the building 
of national capacity in molecular laboratory during this 
pandemic, and to improve testing for other epidemic prone 
diseases in the long run, as one of the means to strengthen 
the health system in Sierra Leone.”
EVANS LIYOSI  
WHO REPRESENTATIVE IN SIERRA LEONE

CAPACITY BUILDING  
IN SIERRA LEONE 
 
WHO is also prioritizing 
direct support to build local 
capacities in order to expand 
COVID-19 testing. In 2020 
the WHO provided funding 
and technical support for 
the training and mentorship 
in molecular diagnostics 
of 30 laboratory scientists 
as one of the strategies to 

scale up COVID-19 testing 
in Sierra Leone. This training 
serves the country beyond 
just response to COVID-19: 
the laboratory scientists will 
also be actively involved in 
the laboratory surveillance 
of other epidemic prone 
diseases such as Ebola virus 
disease, Lassa fever, measles, 
yellow fever and Influenza 
among others.

WHO continues to develop 
guidance and technical 
briefs to assist policymakers 
and laboratories on testing 
for SARS-CoV-2. And by 
regularly convening a 
diagnostics and laboratories 
global expert network, new 
knowledge is shared quickly 
across the globe.
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SUPPORT FROM PRIVATE DONORS WOULD ENABLE THE WHO TO: 

• Expand External Quality Assessment Project (EQAP) assessments to subnational laboratories.

• Support countries to maintain and deliver vital supplies of reagents and other laboratory 
and diagnostic consumables.

• Support countries to increase capacity for genomic sequencing of the SARS-CoV-2 virus 
in order to support epidemiological surveillance and investigation, and to monitor and 
understand the significance of mutations as they arise.

• Accelerate equitable access to new COVID tools.

• Assess new diagnostic tests for emergency use listing.

• Develop guidance for countries on a variety of diagnostic-related questions  
and challenges.

• Establish a digital health marketplace to support countries to determine which digital tools 
are right for them.

• Provide technical assistance to countries to prepare for the introduction and roll-out of 
COVID diagnostics, including advising on diagnostic strategies. 

• Provide in-person and virtual trainings through the OpenWHO platform, in all UN languages 
on diagnostic topics.

• Conduct implementation research to optimize the use of antigen-detecting rapid 
diagnostic tests (Ag-RDTs) in different contexts.

$250M is urgently 
needed for this pillar  
in the SPRP2021.
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