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Your Excellency, Mr Mahinda Rajapakse, the Hon’ble Prime Minister 

o f  Sr i  Lanka; 

Honourable Health Ministers;  

Excel lencies; 

Ladies and Gent lemen. 

It is indeed a matter of immense pride for all of us that His Excellency, Mr 

Mahinda Rajapakse, the Hon’ble Prime Minister of Sri Lanka is graciously 

inaugurating these two highest-level regional meetings of WHO in South-East Asia. I 

extend my heartiest greetings and a very warm welcome to the Honourable Health 

Ministers, distinguished representatives and esteemed invitees. 

On behalf of the World Health Organization, may I thank the Government of the 

Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka; and especially H.E. Mr Nimal Siripala de 

Silva, for hosting these meetings in this beautiful island. 

The Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka, then known as Ceylon, joined 

WHO in 1948. Since then, we have witnessed a remarkable progress in her national 

health development. 
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The overa ll literacy rate in the country increased from 87 per cent in the early 

eighties to 93 in 2003. Life expectancy at birth, which stood at 67 years for male and 

72 for female in 1980, increased to 72 and 76 respectively in 2001. The infant 

mortality rate dec reased significantly from 34 per 1,000 live births in 1980 to 11.1 in 

2003. 

The country has been polio -free since 1993. And leprosy has been eliminated 

since 1995. 

We must congratulate the Government of the Democratic Socialist Republic of 

Sri Lanka for these impressive achievements. The achievements that were 

contributed, among others, by a sound health system, based on equitable access to 

health care by all people. 

Excellencies,  

During the past decade, we have observed significant changes at all levels of 

development in the health area. However, infectious diseases continue to cause a 

very large proportion of morbidity and mortality in South-East Asia. Simultaneously, 

we have to deal with the health risks relating to unhealthy lifestyles and 

environmental degradation. These factors are contributing to about 42 per cent of all 

deaths in this Region. 

The issue that needs to be urgently addressed is how to meet these daunting 

challenges effectively in the face of resource and other constraints. 

In this connec tion, the Commission on Macroeconomics and Health provided 

evidence that increased investment in health leads to economic growth and poverty 

reduction. Under the leadership of the honourable Health Ministers, many countries 

in our Region have been in the forefront in taking determined action in this direction. 
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 To develop a sound basis for tackling health problems through a more rational 

process, the Commission on Social Determinants of Health was recently launched. 

The Commission is currently outlining and defining the major causes of ill health and 

the factors contributing to good health. Focusing on these causes and factors in the 

development undertakings will lead ultimately to the sustainability of health gains 

from the efforts of countries. This global exercise will certainly contribute to a more 

rational policy and strategy formulation, and programme planning for sustainable 

development in health. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Speaking within the overall context, a comprehensive expression of 

governments around the world for achieving the most reasonable well-being of their 

people is clearly reflected in the Millennium Development Goals. The MDGs identify 

a set of inter-related targets for addressing extreme poverty and its many related 

dimensions, with health being placed at the centre. However, progress towards the 

Millennium Development Goals in the Region is still uneven among countries. But, 

this can be accelerated, since effective technical interventions exist. We only need 

innovative strategies and more effective approaches in the implementation of these 

interventions. 

In this perspective, it is also of paramount importance to focus our attention on 

promoting a healthy environment. However, to deal effectively with various 

environmental health issues is, in many instances, beyond the purview of the health 

sector. There is a need, therefore, to energize other sectors to the notion that the 

health implications of their development activities are squarely their responsibilities. 

Excellencies, 

Every year, our Region loses tens of thousands of women’s lives due to 

pregnancy and childbirth-related causes. Well over one million children die in the 

very first month of their lives. We have to ensure, among others, skilled attendance 

at birth, which will have a signif icant impact on the reduction of maternal and child 

mortality. 
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Also, let me highlight here the most serious health threat that we are facing 

today, i.e., influenza outbreak, the timing of which cannot be predicted. But, its rapid 

international spread is certain, once the outbreak becomes pandemic. It can be a 

grave danger for all people, and a serious threat to socioeconomic development of 

the affected countries. There is an urgent need for Member States to develop 

comprehensive, multisectoral influenza pandemic preparedness plans. Leadership of 

the Health Ministers and political support at the highest level is called for in dealing 

with this menace.  

Ladies and gentlemen, 

I have no doubt that the deliberations at these Meetings of the Health Ministers 

and the Regional Committee will be very productive, as usual. 

All of us will stand to benefit from the wisdom and guidance of the Health 

Ministers on the topical health issues. 

WHO, as the Organization of Member States, stands ready to provide any 

required support to the Governments in their efforts to pursue the development of 

health for all people. 

Thank you. 


