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Abstract

The right to health is a fundamental human right, an imperative underscored by the World Health Organization’s rights-based
approach to healthcare. In many developing countries, part of the essential health commodities—including medicines and
medical equipment— are provided through imports. Unilateral economic sanctions, often imposed for political objectives,
can have severe indirect consequences on the health systems of targeted countries. Among the most alarming outcomes is
the restriction of patient access to vital medications and essential medical devices. This not only constitutes a public health
crisis but also represents a clear violation of international human rights and humanitarian principles. To mitigate patients'
suffering and preserve their human dignity, measures such as establishing secure financial channels for medical imports,
facilitating transfers through humanitarian institutions, and implementing international monitoring of healthcare in
sanctioned countries are critically needed.
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Extended

The right to health is a fundamental human right, as emphasized by the World Health Organization through its rights-based
approach. In many developing countries, essential components of healthcare (medicines and medical equipment) depend on
imports. Yet, economic sanctions, particularly unilateral measures imposed for political purposes, often have profound indirect
effects on health systems. One of the most alarming consequences is reduced patient access to life-saving medicines and
essential medical equipment; an outcome that threatens public health and constitutes a clear violation of human rights.
Although humanitarian goods are nominally exempt from sanctions, empirical evidence from countries such as Iran, Venezuela,
Cuba, and Syria demonstrates that financial, banking, insurance, and logistical restrictions severely disrupt health supply chains.
In Iran, despite the formal exemption of medical imports, practical barriers—including blocked financial transactions, increased
customs costs, supplier reluctance due to fear of secondary penalties, and inadequate insurance coverage—have persistently
impeded timely access to essential health commodities.

Historically, sanctions in other contexts, such as Iraq, Libya, and the former Yugoslavia, have failed to achieve stated political
goals, while exacerbating humanitarian crises. The health impact in Iran offers a contemporary case study: an estimated six
million patients with conditions such as cancer, multiple sclerosis, thalassemia, hemophilia, epilepsy, or those requiring organ
transplants have faced critical drug shortages or price increases in recent years. According to the Iranian Thalassemia Society,
over 1,100 patients have died since 2018 due to a lack of effective treatment, which is a direct consequence of access barriers.
Medical equipment shortages mirror this crisis. Dialysis machines, surgical instruments, and diagnostic kits are often delayed,
overpriced, or substandard, placing additional strain on patients, healthcare providers, and health systems. The United Nations
Human Rights Council has stated that unilateral sanctions disrupting access to healthcare, medicines, and medical technologies
violate the fundamental right to health, urging states to avoid weapon sanctions in humanitarian sectors.

Sanctions, even when not explicitly targeting health systems, indirectly endanger millions of lives. The international community,
human rights bodies, and the World Health Organization must respond decisively to these hidden consequences. Practical
measures to uphold humanitarian principles include: Establishing secure financial channels under the supervision of the United
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Nations or WHO, in cooperation with selected international banks, for importing medical supplies, facilitating the transfer of
medicine and medical equipment through joint humanitarian committees with the presence of the Red Cross and Red Crescent,

and monitoring the provision of health care in countries under sanctions by the United Nations Human Rights Council or an
independent committee.
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