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to SEAR Staff – 1 March 2004* 

 
 
Dear Colleagues, 

 

 I am very happy, and, at the same time, humbled, to be addressing 

my colleagues in the Region as Regional Director. 

 

 I must admit that, when I retired in 2000, I had no idea I would get 

an opportunity to return and to take over the reins from my respected 

friend, Dr Uton Muchtar Rafei. This would not have been possible 

without the confidence given to me by the Member States. I am very 

much grateful to them. It is really an enormous responsibility.  

 

 But, I see a source of strength in that, I know we have dedicated 

and committed groups of health professionals in the Countries, as well 

as in the Organization. We also have a strong tradition of solidarity and 

close collaboration with, and among our Member States. To achieve our 

common objectives, I will strive to strengthen this tradition and will 

consult broadly with staff of the Organizations and the national 

authorities. 

 

 It would be naïve to imagine that what I have embarked upon will 

be an easy task. One only has to look at some of the formidable 

challenges facing the Region, it will need collective and sustained efforts 

to overcome them. The challenges are diverse and wide-ranging, 

requiring our broad vision and firm determination in moving forward.  

                                                 
* This address is being telecast, live to all SEAR WR offices. 
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 The MDGs are central to our agenda. These reiterate that health is 

both a goal in itself and a key input towards other development 

perspectives. We need to close disparities in health and we need to 

ensure that health development contribute maximally to poverty 

reduction. 

 

 Real progress in health depends vitally on stronger health systems 

based on primary health care. Without the development of effective 

health systems that respond to the complexity of current health 

challenges, there will be only limited advances towards the MDGs and 

other national health priorities. 

 

 Colleagues, among other unfinished agenda, we will have to 

accomplish polio eradication and leprosy elimination. There is also an 

urgent need to strengthen public health education and practice. We have 

to face the challenge of drug-resistant forms of malaria which threaten 

1.2 billion people in the Region, and the rapidly increasing threat of 

HIV/AIDS, which has already affected 2.6 million people. It is in this 

context that the “3 by 5” initiative launched by the Director-General, 

assumes high importance. 

 

 Tuberculosis is re-emerging worldwide, with 40 percent of all 

cases reported from our Region. Diarrhoeal diseases and respiratory 

infections remain the leading causes of illness and death among children 

in most countries. Environmental and lifestyles changes are leading to 

more cardiovascular diseases, cancer, diabetes mellitus and psychiatric 

disorders. The health of women is our special concern, and the 

persistent high maternal mortality rate is a stark reminder to us all that 

we still have much to do in this area. 
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 Faced by the double burden of communicable and 

noncommunicable diseases, most countries in our Region are finding it 

increasingly difficult to raise the necessary resources. This comes at a 

time when evidence has been provided by the Commission on 

Macroeconomics and Health that increased investment in health can 

lead to social and economic development. It is our task to persuade 

political leaders that putting more money into health is a good 

investment for any country. 

 

 To achieve our goals in health development, we need to seriously 

review the area of human resources. We need to particularly focus on 

the training of public health personnel and medical staff to be more 

socially responsible for and committed to the goals of health for all. In 

this regard, I will initiate steps to help strengthen national centers of 

expertise and collaborating centers to form an effective regional network 

to further support intercountry cooperation. 

 

 As I had indicated shortly after my nomination as Regional Director 

by the Regional Committee last September, my attention will focus on 

meeting these challenges: 

 

• Asserting and earning WHO leadership in Health in South East 

Asia; 

• Strengthening external relations, partnerships and resource 

mobilization; 

• Advocating for central role of health in social and economic 

development; 
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• Further strengthening WHO technical capability and capacity in 

order to act more proactively and to respond more effectively to 

the needs of the individual Member States; 

• Strengthening WHO Country work by delegating more authority 

to WHO Representatives, making them work more horizontally; 

and moving technical expertise closer to the countries when 

needed; 

• Further promoting intercountry cooperation, with particular 

attention to joint endeavours to tackle priority health problems in 

the border areas;  

• Strengthen collaboration with other Regions, especially the 

Western Pacific through interregional activities in the areas of 

common interest. 

 

 Certainly, all these, as well as other tasks will need to be pursued 

in close collaboration with all levels of the Organization and within the 

overall policy guidelines framed by the Director-General. As I had 

pledged earlier, and I re-iterate, I will ensure that our Region continues 

to be an integral part of “One WHO”, whereby Headquarters, the 

Regional Office and Country Offices work in unison to achieve our 

common goals with Member States. We will spearhead the 

organizational changes, such as the decentralization as planned by the 

Director-General. We need to be innovative and bold in our decisions 

and efforts to enhance the impact of our work in the Region. 

 

 To achieve these and others, it is essential that we work efficiently 

and effectively within the set time-frames and in a transparent manner. 

Jointly, we will need to develop additional measures to increase 

efficiency through targeting our activities and strengthening our 



 

 

5

monitoring and evaluation systems. Technical auditing will be a major 

tool to help sharpen our work discipline and to effectively monitor our 

performance. 

 

 As the Director-General said shortly after assuming office last July, 

“We must do the right things. We must do them in the right place and we 

must do them in the right way”. And I would like to add: At the right time. 

 

 In this context, I will start to streamline our programme 

development and management processes. Regional and intercountry 

activities will be further decentralized and intercountry cooperation made 

more effective. While it is important to tackle technical issues, one needs 

to concentrate on the administrative and budgetary aspects of the WHO 

programmes as well. If we cannot manage the budget efficiently, it will 

be difficult for us to face the current health challenges effectively. 

 

 Keeping in mind the budgetary constraints faced by most of our 

Member States, we need to raise additional resources from bilateral 

donors, Global Funds and other international organizations engaged in 

health development. We have to ensure equitable and timely allocation 

of these resources to the countries. 

 

 Ultimately, we need to make ourselves more responsive, and our 

services relevant to the needs of the Member States. WHO has a clear 

mandate, that is to improve health of all people. We already have clear 

directions and policy guidance from our governing bodies. We have a 

well-established strategic agenda which may not need major changes. 
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 This gives us a good basis to reassert WHO’s unique role as the 

lead agency in international health. Of course, all know, leadership has 

to be earned. It cannot be taken for granted. 

 

 We will, therefore, need to forge stronger partnerships with 

development partners and sister agencies. I will spare no efforts in 

strengthening external relations and resource mobilization. In this 

regard, I have asked my Deputy Regional Director to take this critical 

responsibility. We have high ambitions and we want to fulfill our technical 

role in the international community through resource mobilization and 

management. 

 

 I have sent out to all of you this morning the revised structure for 

the Regional Office, it will take immediate effect. It is my desire that our 

Office be competent, efficient and effective in providing services to the 

Countries. A service culture with less bureaucratic attitude shall guide 

our way of working in the future. We must make our management 

transparent, accountable and result based. A number of new initiatives 

are being planned to achieve this goal. 

 

 Next week I will call in all WR’s to meet with senior staff in the 

office in order to be briefed about new ways of working together. Since I 

wish that country offices are strengthened and the WR’s take more 

responsibilities, I have asked them to convene their own retreat 

immediately following the meeting on 8 March. I will listen to their 

recommendations, and soon after put in place the measures that will 

ensure the most effective support to our country work. 
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 In conclusion, I would like to reiterate that I am truly happy with this 

rare opportunity to do something concrete for the health and well-being 

of people in our Region. Of course, no individual can do this alone. It has 

to be a collective endeavour. Since I am not a stranger, but already a 

member of the SEARO family, I am aware of our strengths and 

weaknesses. While looking forward to your continued understanding, 

support and cooperation, I assure you of my fullest consideration in 

enabling you to fulfill your tasks to serve our Region more effectively. 

Each one of us has a role to play, I am sure we will all endeavour to do 

our best to live up to any expectations. 

 

 For much too long, the South-East Asia Region has been seen as 

the leader in disease burden. I am confident that we have the means, 

and certainly the determination to emerge as a leader in health 

development. I invite you all to join me in making this possible. I know 

we can do it. Let us show the world we can do.  

 

 Thank you.  


