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DEVELOPMENT OF HEALTH RESEARCH 

Progress report by the Regional Director 

In accordance with resolution WPRfRC32.R14 
adopted by the Regional Committee at its thirty- second 
session, this document: (1) reports on the 
implementation of the major recommendations of the 
Western Pacific Advisory Committee on Medical 
Research (W PA CMR), endorsed by the Regional 
Committee at previous sessions; (2) sets out for review 
and endorsement by the Regional Committee a summary 
of the main recommendations made by WPACMR at its 
seventh session in April1982; (3) summarizes 
developments in regional research support management; 
and (4) draws the attention of the Regional Committee 
to activities of WHO Headquarters' Special Programmes 
in the Region and to various research activities 
conducted within the framework of WHO technical 
cooperation programmes ln the Region. 
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PREAMBLE 

The Western Pacific Advisory Committee on Medical Research (WPACMR) held 
its seventh session in April 1982. Members reviewed the progress made in 
implementing the recommendations made by WPACMR at its sixth session, which the 
Regional Committee had endorsed at its thirty-second session.! . 

l. ACTION TAKEN IN RELATION TO THE MAIN RECOMMENDATIONS MADE 
BY THE WESTERN PACIFIC ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON MEDICAL 

RESEARCH (WPACMR) AT ITS SIXTH SESSION IN 1981 

1.1 Medical and health research councils 

At its fifth session, WPACMR reaffirmed its view that the creation of a national 
focal point or functional health research council was a necessary first step in the 
effort to strengthen national research capabilities. The WPACMR recommendation on 
this matter was endorsed by the Regional Committee in September 1980 and Member 
States were requested to establish national research management mechanisms to 
enable research activities to relate to well-defined national health development 
goals.2 

At its sixth session, WPACMR recommended that another meeting of heads of 
health research councils should take place in 1982. The Working Group on National 
Health Research Management, composed of members from national medical research 
councils or analogous bodies, was consequently convened in Manila in February 198 2. 
Various measures were recommended for the further improvement of research 
planning methods and their effective coordination with the managerial process for 
national health development. 

1.2 WPACMR sub-committees 

The Sub-Committees on Parasitic Diseases, Family Health, Other Communicable 
Diseases and Cardiovascular and Metabolic Diseases were dissolved. In their stead, 
meetings of experts were convened as and when necessary, namely: the Working 
Group on Haemorrhagic Fevers with Renal Syndrome, in February 1982; the Scientific 
Group on Hypertension and Stroke Research in the Western Pacific Region, also in 
February 1982; and the Scientific Group on Tuberculosis and Leprosy Research, in 
March 1982. On the recommendation of WPACMR, the Sub-Committees on Health 
Services Research, Diarrhoeal Diseases and Schistosomiasis were maintained, as these 
areas will require substantial technical guidance from external advisory groups for 
several years to come. 

1.3 Health research priorities 

A scientific group on research needs for health for all by the year 2000 was held 
in March/April 1982 in order to fulfill a WPACMR recommendation that research 
priorities in the Region should be re-examined in the light of the health/2000 strategy. 

lsee resolution WPR/RC32.Rl4, Handbook of Resolutions and Decisions of the 
WHO Regional Committee for the Western Pacific, Vol. II, 3rd ed., 1982, page 35. 

2See resolution WPR/RC3l.R22, Handbook of Resolutions and Decisions of the 
WHO Regional Committee for the Western Pacific, Vol. II, 3rd ed., 1982, page 34. 
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The small grant system, which has been endorsed by WPACMR, enables 
applicants for WHO research grants to initiate preliminary work which might in time 
lead to larger projects. Five such grants have been supported since the last report to 
the Regional Committee. The system has been found to be useful for the speedy 
implementation of short-term studies aimed at problem-solving to meet immediate 
needs. 

1.5 Communicable disease research 

In support of the need for a more systematic study of the efficacy of BCG 
vaccination, particularly in Papua New Guinea and the South Pacific, suitable 
protocols for such studies were developed in cooperation with Papua New Guinea in 
November 1981. 

1.6 Cardiovascular diseases 

On the recommendation of WPACMR a scientific group on hypertension and 
stroke research was convened in February 1982 specifically to develop plans for 
research in the Region. 

1.7 Promotion of health behavioural research 

A sub-group on health behaviour of the Scientific Group on Research Needs for 
Health for All by the Year 2000 examined the development of behavioural research, in 
response to a recommendation of WPACMR that a scientific group on health 
behavioural research should be convened to promote research leading to better 
behavioural support of health technology. 

1.8 Biomedical information system 

The biomedical information system is the subject of discussion under a separate 
agenda item during the current session of the Regional Committee. 

2. MAIN RECOMMENDATIONS OF WPACMR AT 
ITS SEVENTH SESSION IN 1982 

The main recommendations made by WPACMR at its seventh session are 
described below: 

2.1 Medical and health research councils 

The initiative taken in generating interest among Member States in the 
establishment of a single national focal point for the effective management and 
coordination of health research, as part of the managerial process for national health 
development, was noted, and the report of the Working Group on National Health 
Research Management, held in Manila in February 1982, was accepted. The need to 
develop national health research management systems, capable of reviewing and 
updating national policy to ensure support for research relevant to changing social 
needs, was emphasized. 

WHO was requested to study means of evolving criteria and methods for the 
evaluation Of research, in terms of projects and programmes, with special reference to 
health development. 
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Member States whose situation does not yet ·permit the creation of a fully 
fledged health research council or similar body were urged to designate, as an interim 
measure, a suitable national authority as focal point for the storage of information 
about health research. 

It was recommended that meetings of directors of health research councils or 
similar bodies within the Region should be convened once every three years, to 
facilitate interaction. WHO was requested to consider the possibility of conducting a 
joint meeting of such directors with the South-East Asia Region. 

2.2 Health research priorities 

The Committee accepted the report of the Scientific Group on Research Needs 
for Health for All by the Year 2000 held in MarchfAprH 1982 and~ with some 
modifications, the recommendations it made in relation to scientific priorities in the 
three branches of the health sciences; namely, health services research, health 
behavioural research, and biomedical research. 

WHO was requested to publicize a list of proposed research areas and 
researchable issues, within which priorities could be established for the support, by 
WHO and individual Member States, of research programmes directed towards the 
"health for all" goals. 

It was recommended that evidence of interdisciplinary andfor intercountry 
collaboration should be used as an additional criterion in deciding on priorities for 
research promotion and WHO support. 

2.3 Promotion of health behaviour research 

The importance of psychosocial factors in achieving health for all has been 
emphasized by the World Health Assembly. The role of behaviour in health promotion, 
disease prevention and disease management and rehabilitation was also recognized in 
the report of the International Conference on Primary Health Care 1 and in the 
Global Strategy for Health for All by the Year 2000.2 

In view of the need for urgent action to apply knowledge and skilJs in the 
behavioural sciences to health promotion and disease control, WHO was urged to 
continue to give high priority to the development of health behavioural research, 
leading to better behavioural support of health technology and optimal ways of 
organizing health systems. 

It was recommended that a new sub-committee should be established on 
behavioural science and mental health, with precise terms of reference, to define the 
concept of behavioural research and to develop a suitable programm~ of action. 

1 Alma-Ata 1978: Primary health care. Geneva, World Health Organization, 
1978 ("Health for All" Series, No. 1). 

2Global strate y for health for all b the ear 2000. Geneva, World Health 
Organization, 1981 "Health for All" Series, No. 3 • 
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The proposed international guidelines for biomedical research involving human 
subjects, a joint project of the World Health Organization and the Council for 
International Organizations of Medical Sciences were presented to WPACMR.l 

WHO was requested to bring the proposed international guidelines to the 
attention of the health authorities of countries in the Region, especially those that had 
not yet established ethical review mechanisms, in order to safeguard the rights and 
health of all human subjects in biomedical research, clinical trials and 
community-based research. It was recommended that, for countries without suitable 
research coordination bodies, all research institutions should be encouraged to develop 
local/institutional ethical review procedures. 

2.5 WHO Regional Centre for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases, Kuala 
Lumpur, Malaysia 

WPACMR noted with satisfaction the efforts made by staff of the WHO Regional 
Centre for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases at the Institute for Medical 
Research, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, to support institutional strengthening activities, to 
establish a data processing unit, to train national staff in various research disciplines, 
and to equip the Institute to play its role more effectively as a Regional Centre. 

The WHO Regional Centre was requested to continue to place high priority on 
th~ development of national research capability in tropical disease research through 
group training activities, to initiate intercountry activities, and to promote 
international collaborative studies through technical cooperation in the identification 
of suitable research projects aimed at problem solving and the development of 
relevant research . protocols. 

2.6 Training in research methodology 

WPACMR noted with satisfaction the vigorous efforts made by staff of the WHO 
Regional Centre for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases, Kuala Lumpur, in 
formulating an approach to training in research methodology and in developing many 
useful training materials which could be effectively utilized for national and 
international training courses. It was agreed that the achievements of the WHO 
Regional Centre staff, together with those of the Chinese Academy of Medical 
Sciences, at a national workshop held in Beijing in May 1981, represented a significant 
contribution to the development of training in research methodology, which is one of 
the key components of research capability strengthening. WHO was requested to 
continue to give high priority to the development and refinement of tools for research 
training and further to expand activities in this area in order to bring together 

1 Proposed International Guidelines for Biomedical Research Involving Human 
Subjects. Geneva, Council for International Organizations of Medical Sciences; 1982. 
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members of the research training community so as to meet one of the objectives . of 
the WHO research promotion programme; namely, the improvement of national 
research capabilities. It was anticipated that this could be done in close collaboration 
with other WHO Regions. 

2.7 Regional biomedical information system development 

WPACMR noted with satisfaction the progress made in the development of a 
regional biomedical information programme which would include a health literature 
network and requested the Regional Office to consider publishing a suitable bulletin 
containing original articles, abstracts and other information related to health research. 

WHO was requested to provide consultant services to support the training of 
national library personnel. 

3. RESEARCH SUPPORT MANAGEMENT 

3.1 Research training 

3.1.1 Research training grants 

Although the disbursement for research training was small (US$96 368), it 
enabled fifteen research training and visiting scientist grants to be awarded in 1981. 
Most were research training grants for short-term training with a view to acquiring 
specific skills to carry out research work. The grants for visiting scientists were 
aimed at fostering the development of the network of expertise needed for 
intercountry collaborative research activities. 

3.1.2 Group training in research methodology 

China 

With support from WHO, a national workshop on biomedical research 
methodology was held at the Chinese Academy of Medical Sciences, Beijing, in May 
1981. The objective was to construct a suitable framework for the training of 
biomedical scientists and clinical investigators in research methodology for 
epidemiological studies, clinical trials and population- based research. This workshop 
was the first of its kind in the Region in which WHO cooperated. A total of 29 
participants from all parts of China attended. 

Malaysia and the Philippines 

A workshop similar to that organized in China was conducted at the WHO 
Regional Centre for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases, Kuala Lumpur, in 
November 1981 with 29 participants from Malaysia, Philippines and Singapore. A 
similar activity was conducted in the Philippines in 1982. 
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3.1.3 Research grants 

Research grants awarded by the Regional Office reached a total value of 
US$600 259 by 1980. Since the last report to the Regional Committee, 27 research 
proposals received support at a total cost of US$314 216, bringing the cumulative total 
to US$914 475. A noteworthy feature of the research grants awarded is the emphasis 
on regional problems such as diarrhoeal diseases, acute respiratory infections, 
hepatitis B and parasitic diseases. 

3.1.4 

Progress was made in strengthening institutional capabilities in the fields of 
epidemiology, biostatistics, medical entomology and immunology. With the computer 
provided by the Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases 
(TOR) and additional support from the Regional Office, the Regional Centre now has a 
functional computer facility for processing experimental data • . A few key national 
staff members are being trained overseas under the WHO fellowship programme. A 
number of intercountry training courses on such topics as ELISA methods, the rapid 
diagnosis of dengue haemorrhagic fever, the management of laboratory animals, and 
biomedical research methodology were conducted at the Regional Centre as part of 
the programme for strengthening national research capability in the Region; 
Consultants in immunology and entomology formed part of the support provided by the 
Special Programme in addition to its provision of equipment. 

The WHO staff members assigned to the Regional Centre participated in 
WHO..:.supported workshops on research methodology in China, Malaysia and 
Philippines. It is expected that the Regional Centre will progressively undertake 
intercountry activities for research training and the development of research protocols 
for .international collaborative studies. 

4. SPECIAL PROGRAMMES 

4.1 for Research Develo ment and Research Trainin in Human 

The funds provided in 1981 to the Western Pacific Region, for research and 
institution strengthening activities, by the Special Programme for Research 
Development and Research Training in Human Reproduction amounted to US$3 360 000 
(the cumulative total for the Region for the period 1971-1981 is US$13 600 000). 

The strengthening of institutions and resources for research in human 
reproduction are the main activities of the Special Programme in the Region. 

Several institutions are being strengthened, with a view to their designation as 
WHO collaborating centres and are already participating in clinical and 
epidemiological studies. The following institutions fall into this category: 

National Family Planning Institute, Beijing 

Provincial Family Planning Research Institute, Shanghai 

National Institute for Mothers and Newborn, Hanoi 
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Since the last report to the Regional Committee, the Special Programme has 
funded 13 research projects in the Region. Most of the studies being carried out at 
present are related to the safety and efficacy of current contraceptive methods and 
the development of new technology. 

4.2 Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases (TDR) 

The amount provided for research and training by the Special Programme for 
Research and Training in Tropical Diseases in 1981 was US$1 643 465 (the cumulative 
total for the Region, up to the end of 1981, is US$5 561 054). 

5. RESEARCH ACTIVITIES WITHIN INDIVIDUAL REGIONAL PROGRAMMES 

5.1 Research on acute respiratory infections 

Research on acute respiratory infections is being supported in China, Papua New 
Guinea and Philippines. A workshop was conducted in Malaysia in 1981 to consider a 
modus operandi for future research in this field. In Papua New Guinea a field trial on 
pneumococcus vaccine is under way. 

5.2 Research on viral haemorrhagic fevers 

The Working Group on Haemorrhagic Fevers with Renal Syndrome was held in 
Tokyo in February 1982. As well as future action, the formulation of a unified 
nomenclature was recommended. 

The Joint Consultative Meeting on Virus and Rickettsial Fevers, South-East Asia 
and Western Pacific Regions was held in Bangkok in MayfJune 1982. Priority areas 
were identified and appropriate plans of action were formulated for the consideration 
of the Regional Directors. 

Research training grants were awarded to scientists from China, Malaysia and 
Viet Nam in relation to the development of dengue vaccine. 

5.3 Research on hepatitis 

It is estimated that there are at least 215 million hepatitis B virus (HBV) carriers 
in the world, 168 million of whom are in Asia. Persistent HB V is suspected of being a 
significant oncogenic factor in primary hepatocellular carcinoma. The high rate of 
infection with HBV and the incidence of hepatocellular carcinoma in the Western 
Pacific Regiori point to the urgent need to develop a closely knit functional network of 
collaborative research activities. A scientific group on viral hepatitis and related 
liver diseases will be held in Nagasaki in September /October 1982 to formulate 
strategies for collaborative studies. 

With support from WHO, the Liver Disease Unit, Nagasaki Chuo National 
Hospital · will conduct a study on hepatitis B virus infections, with special reference to 
the interruption of vertical transmission of HB V from mothers to newborn babies in 
the context of prevention of primary hepatocellular carcinoma. 
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Research on diarrhoeal diseases continues to be promoted. The quality of the 
research proposals submitted is not always of a sufficiently high standard, and this has 
been identified as a major constraint. 

The second meeting of the WPACMR Sub-Committee on Diarrhoeal Diseases, 
held in Manila in April 1981, provided an opportunity to prepare four prototypes of 
research protocols in the following areas: 

the efficacy and safety of various methods of oral rehydration therapy; 

the efficacy and safety of the use of traditional medicine in the treatment 
of acute dehydration; 

the etiology of diarrhoeal diseases; 

the cost effectiveness of oral rehydration therapy. 

It is anticipated that, by distributing examples of the above-mentioned protocols, 
the quality of operational research on diarrhoeal diseases will improve, and that the 
use of a common approach in preparing protocols will facilitate the intercountry 
comparison of data. By May 1982, six research grants had been awarded to research 
workers in the Region. This number is expected to double in the next twelve months. 

5.5 Research on cardiovascular and metabolic diseases 

At its sixth session, in 1981, WPACMR recommended research on hypertension as 
a priority. Among the recommendations of the Scientific Group on Hypertension and 
Stroke Research in the Western Pacific Region, which was convened in February J 982, 
the following three main priority areas for research were identified: 

(1) primary prevention of hypertension (salt intake and blood pressure); 

(2) natural causes of hypertension and studies on the evaluation of different 
intervention programmes at community level; 

(3) health services research (the delivery of health care for hypertension). 

The Scientific Group emphasized the need for close international cooperation 
between research institutes, and use of the network of WHO collaborating centres for 
strengthening collaborative studies. 

Research on diabetes mellitus was another priority area recommended by 
WPACMR in 1981. 

A WHO workshop on diabetes control in the South Pacific was held in Suva, in 
January 1982, to discuss the methodology of diabetes control programmes and future 
research. Emphasis was placed on the establishment of demonstration projects for 
community-based control in some South .Pacific countries and areas. 
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5.6 Research on environmental health 

The only relevant information on environmental health-related activities is the 
completion, in 1981, of the final report of the study on the biology and primary 
productivity of ponds fed with effluent from biogas digesters. It has been 
recommended that the report be reproduced for distribution to interested agencies and 
institutions. 

5.7 Health services research 

Programme activities have focused on the development of health services 
research capability in the Region. The Korea Institute of Population and Health, 
Seoul, was designated as a WHO Collaborating Centre for Health Services Research. 
One of the priority activities of regional concern being undertaken by the Institute 
relates to the establishment of a methodology for the development of health services 
for urban low-income areas • 

. A study on hospital utilization in the Philippines was launched by the Ministry of 
Health in collaboration with WHO. 

Collaboration was also extended to the Ministry of Health, Malaysia, in a 
comprehensive in-depth hospital utilization study being undertaken to formulate a 
basis for the further development of hospital services. 

In February 1982, priority areas for the development of health services research 
capability in China were identified and a work plan was formulated for the period 
1982-1983. 

In the Philippines, the International Institute of Rural Reconstruction, Cavite, 
has completed a study on "Establishment of a mortality reporting system at the village 
(barangay) level" and the Children's Medical Centre, Quezon City, a study on 
"utilization of mothers, teachers and schoolchildren for some aspects of primary 
health care in the Philippine barangays (villages)". In the Republic of Korea, studies 
on "Strengthening primary health care through effective supervision in rural Korea", 
by the School of Public Health, Seoul National University, are continuing. 

The application of risk-approach methodology in order to improve the efficacy of 
maternal and child health services is being tested and reviewed in Malaysia. 

A training workshop on health services research methodology was conducted in 
the Philippines in 1982. 

Lack of manpower has continued to be a major bottleneck in the more rapid 
development of health services research capability in the Region. 

5.8 Research on malaria and other parasitic diseases 

(1) Malaria 

The Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropic;al Diseases has 
continued its cooperation in the area of malaria research. It currently supj>orts 36 
projects or activities in the Region. 
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With support from the Special Programme, progress has been made by Chinese 
scientists in the pre-clinical development of Qinghaosu (artemisine) and its derivatives, 
some of which have shown to have a more significant effect in the treatment of 
cerebral malaria than the present antimalarials. 

(2) Schistosomiasis 

The phase III field trial with praziquantel in two rural communities in Sorsogon, 
Philippines, has resulted in a very significant reduction, by 67.9% and 71.5% 
respectively, in the prevalence and incidence of schistosomiasis infection one year after 
selective mass treatment. It is anticipated that the use of this new drug, with its high 
efficacy at low dosage levels, minimal side effects, and much improved patient 
acceptance as compared with other schistosomicidal drugs, will revolutionize the 
control of the disease. 

The WPACMR Sub-Committee on Schistosomiasis met in Manila in April 1982. 
Member States were urged to develop the necessary mechanisms for the delivery of 
available appropriate techniques for schistosomiasis control, so that -investments made 
in basic and applied research might bear fruit. 

Monitoring and evaluation of large-scale rural development projects in the 
Philippines, with built-in schistosomiasis control components, was carried out by an 
epidemiologist and a malacologistfparasitologist. 

(3) Filariasis 

The filariasis research programme in Samoa was concluded in September 1981 
after successfully meeting its targets. The Government has launched an operational 
control programme based on a single-dose treatment with diethylcarbamazine at a 
dosage rate of 6 mgfkg body weight. 

(4) Other parasitic diseases 

A national immunology course on the ELISA technique and its evaluation was 
conducted by the WHO Collaborating Centre for Research in Parasitic Diseases at the 
Institute of Tropical Medicine, Yonsei University, Seoul in June 1981. 

A preliminary survey to assess the magnitude of intestinal helminth infection was 
conducted in Solomon Islands and Tonga in April 1982. This will form part of an overall 
programme for developing the community-based control of intestinal parasitic 
infections. 

5. 9 Research on mental health 

Four research activities are in progress in this area: a study on alcohol use and 
abuse in three rural villages of Papua New Guinea; an epidemiological study of mental 
health problems in the Republic of Korea; a collaborative study on strategies for 
integrating mental health care iri general health care, Philippines; and a survey on the 
alcohol dependence syndrome and disabilities related to alcohol consumption in the 
Philippines. 
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5.10 Research on health care of the elderly 

The Working Group on Health Care of the Elderly, held in Manila in August 1981, 
stressed the need for research in all areas of geriatrics and gerontology but in 
particular epidemiological surveys to determine the extent of the problem and to 
develop a data base and national profiles. One of the main medical research areas 
specified was brain failure (senile dementia). 

5.11 Research on vector biology and control 

As a result of vector competence studies, further information has been obtained 
on the potential vectors of Ross River fever in the South Pacific. 

During a technical visit by the Regional Adviser in Vector Biology and Control to 
China, in relation to Anopheles sinensis-transmitted malaria, research activities on the 
intermittent irrigation of rice fields and indoor residual spraying with an 
organophosphorous insecticide having airborne toxicity were discussed. 

5.12 Research on cancer 

A symposium on nasopharyngeal carcinoma was held in December 1981 in 
Guangzhou, China. Participants from China, Hong Kong, Macao and Singapore 
attended. The etiology of the disease, including environmental risk factors and the 
role of Epstein-Barr virus, genetic determinants, histopathology, screening and early 
detection, clinical staging and treatment, were discussed. Further epidemiological 
studies were recommended to identify risk factors through a case<ontrol study and a 
cohort study of high risk groups. 

5.13 Research on tuberculosis and leprosy 

The Scientific Group on Tuberculosis and Leprosy Research was held in March 
1982. Priority areas for research in both diseases were identified. Health services 
research and operational research activities, particularly for the improvement of 
case-finding and case-holding, were identified as having high priority. The importance 
of studying the efficacy of BCG vaccination, and operational research in the field 
application of short-term chemotherapy for tuberculosis and combination therapy to 
prevent dapsone-resistant leprosy, were emphasized. 

5.14 Research on nutrition 

Support for research activities in the field of nutrition has been provided mainly 
as part of the global action~riented research, development and training programme in 
nutrition. A research worker in Papua New Guinea received a grant from WHO for a 
study of maternal attitudes to lactation and weaning. 

Other research activities being carried out in the Western Pacific Region under 
the global programme include: 

0) Nutritional anaemia. Support is being extended to the Nutrition Center of 
the Philippines, which coordinates activities between the Food and Nutrition 
Research Institute (FNRI) and the Philippine Atomic Energy Commission 
(PAEC) in relation to fortification with iron. 
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(2) Pilot monosodium glutamate fortification for the control of vitamin. A 
deficiency. This project has been receiving support for the past three years 
and field trials have been completed in three provinces of the Philippines. 
The final results are being analysed. 

(3) Breast-feeding. The Institute of Public Health, Philippines, participated in 
the global study on the volume and composition of breast-milk. In China, 
epidemiological and biological studies on breast-feeding, supported by WHO, 
are being conducted at the Shanghai Children's Hospital. 

6. CONCLUSION 

Substantial funds to support the greater involvement of Member States of the 
Western Pacific Region in health research were obtained only in 1978; but the Western 
Pacific Advisory Committee on Medical Research, at its seventh session, noted with 
satisfaction WHO's commitment to strengthening national research capability, through 
collaboration in the design and award of research grants for developing Member States; 
and also to increasing resources for research, including trained manpower, through the 
award of research training grants and through group educational activities. · 
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