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Report by the Director-General 

This document is provided for information of the Board in response to 
resolution EB77.R17, which requested the Director-General to report on the 
outcome of the special session of the United Nations General Assembly on the 
critical economic situation in Africa (New York, 27-31 May 1986). 

In its resolution S-13/2 the special session adopted the United Nations 
Programme of Action for African Recovery and Development, 1986-1990. The 
emphasis on the role of health and on strengthening the health sector as part 
of overall recovery and development needs to be actively advocated by WHO 
within this process. 
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Background 

1. The droughts and famines suffered by many African countries between 1983 and 1985 
attracted the attention of the world to the plight of Africa. The response provided numerous 
spontaneous manifestations of international solidarity. The United Nations set up an office 
for emergency operations to mobilize and organize relief assistance to the stricken 
countries. Eventually, with good rains, the immediate threat of mass starvation has 
subsided. However, many countries of the continent find themselves crippled by the inability 
to maintain even minimal levels of foreign inputs, on which their economic structures largely 
depend. The overall development aim of achieving self-reliance and the importance of 
rationalizing the use of national and external resources are jeopardized by such dependence. 
A further consequence is that these countries have no means of undertaking the rehabilitation 
of formerly existing health infrastructures and capital equipment, let alone embarking on new 
investments. 

2. For the continent as a whole the 1980s has been a period of sharp setback, and this has 
only accentuated the ominous trend of long-term decline. The prolonged economic crisis has 
also undermined and in many cases reversed the progress achieved in education, health and 
social conditions in the first decades following independence. 

3. The United Nations General Assembly's Declaration on the Critical Economic Situation in 
Africa, contained in resolution 39/29 of 3 December 1984, called for emergency relief on a 
massive scale but also stressed the need to support the recovery and rehabilitation of 
African economies, the first urgent task being the early attainment of national and 
collective self-reliance in food production. 

4. It was recognized not only that the situation was one of acute disaster, but that the 
future development of the continent was at stake. The measures taken to address the current 
crisis must also support the long-term development of African countries. 

5. In resolution 40/40 of 2 December 1985 the United Nations General Assembly decided to 
convene a special session to focus in a comprehensive and integrated manner on the 
rehabilitation and medium-term and long-term development problems and challenges facing 
African countries, with a view to promoting and adopting action-oriented and concerted 
measures. It requested the Secretary-General, in cooperation with all relevant organizations 
and bodies of the United Nations system, to prepare reports and proposals for action, taking 
fully into account the priorities set by the Assembly of Heads of State and Government of the 
Organization of African Unity at its twenty-first session (Addis Ababa, 18-20 July 1985). 

Preparations for the special session 

-United Nations 

6. The United Nations Preparatory Committee held 14 meetings between January and May 1986. 
Activities of the organizations and agencies of the United Nations system with regard to the 
critical economic situation in Africa were reported to the Preparatory Committee by the 
Secretary-General in a working document. In addition, on 12 May the agencies were invited to 
participate actively, and a statement was made on behalf of WHO defining its role and 
responsibility concerning health aspects of the crisis and its particular concern regarding 
the need to focus on longer-term priorities in tune with the health strategies formulated by 
the African Member States themselves. 

-World Health Organization 

7. In January 1986 the WHO Executive Board, after reviewing a report submitted by the 
Director—General on emergency health assistance to drought- and famine-affected countries in 
Africa (document EB77/35 Add.1), adopted resolution EB77.R17 stressing that it was essential 
that full account be taken of the health aspects of development in Africa at the special 
session of the United Nations General Assembly in May 1986. 

8. In accordance with that resolution, the Director-General submitted a policy statement on 
health and development in Africa to the Organization of African Unity and to the 
Secretary-General of the United Nations so that it could be taken into account in the 
preparations for and discussions at the special session. 
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9. WHO also provided information to the United Nations Director-General for Development and 
International Economic Co-operation on WHO'S activities and plans with regard to the critical 
economic situation in Africa. 

-Organization of African Unity (OAU) and Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) 

10. In preparation for the special session of the United Nations General Assembly, an 
extraordinary meeting of OAU1s Council of Ministers and ECA1s Conference of Ministers was 
held in Addis Ababa from 29 to 31 March 1986. In accordance with Africa1 s Priority Programme 
for Economic Recovery adopted at OAU*s twenty-first Assembly of Heads of State and 
Government, a document^- containing global, subregional and country analyses as well as 
country profiles for each of the 50 African States was prepared and subsequently submitted to 
the special session of the United Nations General Assembly through the Preparatory Committee. 

11. As this document was gradually developed and revised, it was noticed that the country 
profiles failed to include references to national health development； by March 1986 only 
Ethiopia, Senegal and Sudan had included health requirements in their profiles. The WHO 
Regional Directors for Africa and the Eastern Mediterranean urged the drought-affected 
countries to submit concise statements on health development requirements for inclusion in 
the profiles. This resulted in the final version of the OAU/ECA document containing 
references to health needs in the synoptic profiles of Algeria, Burkino Faso, Chad, Comoros, 
Congo, Equatorial Guinea, Ethiopia, Ghana, Guinea, Lesotho, Senegal, Sudan, Zaire, and Zambia. 

Thirteenth special session of the United Nations General Assembly 

12. The OAU/ECA document and a report by the United Nations Secretary-General summarizing 
the activities of the organizations and agencies of the United Nations system with regard to 
the critical economic situation in Africa formed the basis of the discussions at the 
thirteenth special session of the United Nations General Assembly, which was held in New York 
from 27 to 31 May 1986; WHO was represented by the responsible Assistant Director-General 
and the Director of the WHO Liaison Office with the United Nations. 

13. The special session served primarily as a platform for discussion on economic recovery 
in Africa, which meant that social development issues were given lower priority. The 
priority that the African States accorded to health was reflected in the background 
documents, including the synoptic country profiles, and the Secretary-General's report also 
included references to health. WHO and the other agencies submitted their contributions at a 
special meeting organized by the Preparatory Committee which was well attended by Member 
States - an indication of their interest in sectoral concerns. 

14. It was estimated that US$ 128 billion will be needed to finance the Programme of Action 
over the next five years. At least one-third was expected to come from the international 
donor community (i.e. an average of US$ 9.1 billion per annum). The donor community was 
reluctant to make the issue of debt central to the special session; nor did it wish the 
special session to be viewed as a pledging conference. Though agreeing that exceptional 
measures are indeed required, donors stressed that the primary action for African development 
must stem from long overdue structural and policy changes that African governments themselves 
have to make. 

15. In its resolution S-13/2 the special session of the General Assembly adopted the United 
Nations Programme of Action for African Economic Recovery and Development, 1986-1990; it 
urged governments to take effective action for rapid and full implementation of the 
Programme, called upon all concerned intergovernmental and nongovernmental organizations for 
their cooperation, and requested the bodies and organizations of the United Nations system to 
support and participate fully in the Programme's implementation. 

Implications for the future 

16. In order to benefit from its members' collective evaluation and advice, the 
Secretary-General of the United Nations has decided that the African Emergency Task Force, 
composed of representatives of the entities of the United Nations system most directly 

1 Document 0AU/ECM/2XV/Rev.2. 
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concerned with emergency situations, should continue to function after the closure of the 
Office for Emergency Operations in Africa at the end of October 1986. These arrangements 
will permit the United Nations to continue to provide the necessary assistance to those 
countries still confronting critical drought-related emergency situations. Equally, they 
will provide the Secretary-General of the United Nations with the capacity to monitor on a 
continuous basis developments related to emergencies in Africa as well as serve as a central 
contact point for the international community. 

17. The Heads of State and Government of OAU, who met from 28 to 30 July 1986 to discuss the 
outcome of the special session of the United Nations General Assembly, stressed the need for 
Africa to play its part in the implementation of the United Nations Programme of Action. The 
OAU Assembly adopted a resolution urging all its Member States to use existing follow-up 
mechanisms and to establish, if necessary, joint follow-up and evaluation mechanisms 
responsible for the monitoring and evaluation of programmes and projects funded by the 
international community within the framework of the Programme of Action. The resolution also 
directed the OAU Permanent Steering Committee to work out practical and operational 
modalities for the follow-up and evaluation of the Programme of Action in close consultation 
with the United Nations system and other multilateral funding agencies. 

18. WHO must remain vigilant and play an active role to ensure that health development is 
given due attention in the African recovery programmes and that it receives adequate support 
from international partners. Throughout the African crisis WHO emphasized that plans and 
activities for Africa derive from the commitment of its Member States to the strategy for 
health for all. Strengthening of health infrastructures at district/local levels deserves 
high attention to help States overcome the present crisis. 

19. The WHO Regional Directors for Africa and the Eastern Mediterranean are assisting the 
most affected Member States to submit for external funding projects for the rehabilitation of 
health services, since these were seriously disturbed by the effects of the protracted 
drought. The proposals so far received by the WHO regional offices and headquarters have 
been submitted to donors for external financing. 

20. The specific emergency programmes that WHO helped to launch as part of the concerted 
United Nations effort in Ethiopia and Sudan are gradually being transformed into special 
support programmes for the rehabilitation of health infrastructures• Throughout the African 
continent - at both the national and regional levels - WHO is actively promoting health 
emergency preparedness and management. 


