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Today, it is widely acknowledged that the causes of disease and ill health are 

very complex. This poses a tremendous challenge to how we organize and manage 

our health system to tackle them.  These root causes are not only physical, 

environmental, but also include social, cultural, economic and political factors that 

are embedded in the way humans interact with the environment and in society, and 

the way we organize our health systems. It is well recognized that social disparities 

often determine the health status of people in the Region, particularly the poor and 

vulnerable living in remote areas who are socially excluded. The main driving forces 

of social determinants of health are globalization of information and trade, 

commercialization of commodities, urbanization and environmental changes. They 

influence equality of distribution and equity in access to resources and services. The 

health outcomes of people living in different social and economic environments 

reveal health inequities in respective countries.  
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WHO is committed to tackle the root causes of disease and premature death 

across populations, especially focusing on the growing inequities and inequalities in 

social and economic development affecting health.  

 

The WHO Regional Office for South-East Asia and Member States in this 

Region have been making great efforts in addressing health inequity and social 

determinants in different ways.  Following the “Colombo Call for Action” in 2009, our 

Member States not only acknowledged the existence of inequalities but also 

inequities in health, particularly addressing the inequity issues using a social justice 

approach to health. The approach calls for the involvement of sectors outside the 

health domain. We deliberated on how to improve health conditions, tackle unequal 

distribution of power, money and resources; and improve routine monitoring of health 

inequity. We hope these actions will close the health equity gap in our Region. We 

committed ourselves to mainstream health equity in all policies, empower individuals 

and communities, advocate good governance and corporate social responsibility, as 

well as to establish a national task force, or similar mechanism, to address the social 

determinants of health.   

 

There is growing evidence to suggest that social determinants of health 

should be addressed by multiple stakeholders in the health and other sectors. It is 

very crucial for all our Member States and WHO-SEARO to work together to reaffirm 

political commitment in closing the gap and tackle health inequities systematically. 

 

As we are aware, our Member States  have made sustained efforts to improve 

the social and economic conditions of their people through activities such as the 

contributory social security system for self-employed women in India, subsidized 
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micro-credit to the poorest in Bangladesh, abolishment of bonded child labour in 

Nepal, provision of universal health care in Thailand, adoption of a Gross National 

Happiness Index as a measure of human development in Bhutan, introduction of 

health insurance in Maldives, health insurance for the poor in Indonesia, progressive 

health financing in Sri Lanka, and other initiatives.   

 

These are good examples which we need to continue and expand. We need 

to give more emphasis on inter-sectoral and multisectoral approaches to tackle 

social, economic, and political factors that influence health of the people and 

structures of health systems in order to bring equity, or fairness, in health outcomes 

and service delivery. Without addressing the multi-dimensional root causes of illness 

and health, we will not be able to ensure equity in health.    

 

This consultation gives us the opportunity to share our experiences on how 

social determinants of health are being addressed by our Member States from policy 

development to the grass-root interventions.  We are here to reaffirm our 

commitment and assess our progress in mainstreaming social determinants of 

health, health in all policies, and collaboration within the health sector and across 

other sectors.  We can learn from our Member States’ experiences to develop 

appropriate mechanisms, innovations and approaches to tackle social determinants 

of health in the Region.  

 

As you are aware, WHO and the Government of Brazil have taken the issue 

of social determinants of health to the global platform by organizing the World 

Conference on Social Determinants of Health in Rio de Janeiro, from 19 to 21 

October 2011.  The Conference aims to bring Member States and concerned sectors 
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together to mobilize high level political support to address social determinants of 

health to reduce health inequities.  

 

We, together as a Region, have made significant progress in areas of social 

determinants of health. We need to reaffirm our commitment and systematically 

address the new challenges including emerging threats from climate change, 

unplanned urbanization, an ever-increasing urban population, internal and 

international migration, international trade in food products and the information 

explosion. We can share our experiences, our achievements, challenges and 

lessons learnt during this consultation and establish our regional position and 

strategies to be presented at the World Conference in Rio de Janeiro.  

 

I believe that this regional consultation will help in developing a future plan of 

action and further strengthen commitment to work together in the Region to tackle 

social determinants of health with the goal to achieve health in all policies in our 

respective countries.   

 

 


