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 The theme of the conference, ”Neglected Tropical Diseases: Challenges and 

Success”, is indeed timely.  It is timely because increasing attention is now being 

given, and rightfully so, to the burden of NTDs by Member States and partners. In 

the South-East Asia Region, over the past few decades, significant progress has 

been made in the control of communicable diseases. But, much is yet to be 

achieved.  

 

 The Region, home to 26% of the world’s population, bears around 40% of the 

global disease burden. Facing basic health problems that stem from socio-economic 

and environmental factors, the struggle to combat communicable diseases in the 

Region will continue well into the decades ahead.  
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 Already, the South-East Asia Region has: over 33% of the global new cases of 

TB; 68% of the new leprosy cases; and 3.5 million people living with HIV/AIDS.  New 

pathogens will emerge to increase the burden further.  In addition, the impact of 

climate change on some communicable diseases poses another formidable 

challenge.  

 

 During the recent past, the emergence and spread of drug resistant micro-

organisms has rendered the management of many communicable diseases difficult.  

This is all the more important in: Malaria; TB; and HIV/AIDS, particularly in terms of 

achieving MDG 6 by 2015.  

 

 To focus the world’s attention on rational use of antibiotics in the treatment of 

infectious diseases, and in order to prevent further occurrence of drug resistant 

micro-organisms, this year’s World Health Day theme is devoted to “Antimicrobial 

Resistance” and the World Health Day slogan is “Use Antibiotics Rationally”. 

 

 Neglected tropical diseases are mostly chronic in nature, have afflicted 

humanity since time immemorial, and have acquired notoriety as disabling and 

deforming diseases, associated with social stigma and discrimination. 

 

 Sometimes, we call NTDs as diseases of poverty; because the affected are 

mostly the poor, the underpriviledged, marginalized and underserved.  
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 The diseases are referred to as neglected because they are characterized by: 

little attention from policy makers; lack of priority within national health strategies; 

limited resources allocated for interventions; there are only a few interventions 

available; and there is inadequate research for the development of tools for their 

control. 

 

 Globally, at least one billion people suffer from NTDs.   The South-East Asia 

Region carries the second largest burden of NTDs, compared with other parts of the 

world.  

 

 This situation increases our responsibilities for setting the regional targets for 

their elimination and eradication.  Of late, opportunities to eliminate some NTDs are 

more evident.  There are some effective public health tools available and there is 

more attention and more commitments from policy-makers. 

 

 In addition, there is more attention and more commitment from donors and 

pharmaceutical partners. There is public awareness and response to the 

interventions against NTDs, and there is increased interest in strengthening health 

systems based on the primary health care approach which is one of the important 

pre-requisites for successful NTD interventions in the long term.   

 

 A number of communicable diseases are globally listed by WHO as NTDs.  

Some of them are the priority NTDs in the South East Asia Region.  These are: 
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lymphatic filariasis; soil transmitted helminthiasis; visceral leishmaniasis; leprosy; 

yaws; rabies; and trachoma. 

 

 The South East Asia Region has achieved remarkable success in controlling 

some of the major NTDs; like leprosy; lymphatic filariasis; and yaws. 

 

 Guineaworm disease was eradicated from the Region in 2000. The Region 

achieved leprosy elimination at the end of last year.  

 

 The most common NTDs in India are lymphatic filariasis, soil transmitted 

helminthiasis, and visceral leishmaniasis. 

 

 Leprosy and yaws have been eliminated from the list of diseases of public 

health importance in India in 2005 and 2006 respectively. India’s national 

programmes are progressing steadily to eliminate visceral leishmaniasis and 

Lymphatic filariasis by 2015 and 2020 respectively.  

 

 Success and failure in combating communicable diseases including NTDs, 

depend upon several multifaceted factors. These are strong political will and 

commitment, strong national public health infrastructure, including robust public 

health workforce, adequate multisectoral actions and coordination, adequate 

investment, especially in financial terms, mitigation of the impact of climate change 

and many more. 
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 Last year, WHO organized a Regional Conference on Epidemiology, jointly with 

the Indian Association of Epidemiologists. The Delhi Declaration that came out from 

the conference is expected to help further strengthen public health systems, the 

systems that are based on the evidence-based knowledge and information for 

decisions and actions.  

 

 This Epidemiology Conference, hopefully, would contribute to effective control 

of NTDs in the Region and in India. WHO will continue to intensify its efforts to 

advocate for scaling up of national budgets allocated in favour of NTD interventions, 

especially among the poorer sections of society. WHO will pay more attention and 

enhance its efforts on resource mobilization for the control of NTDs.  

 

 National health authorities of affected countries need to be made aware that 

effective NTD control requires strong national public health infrastructure and 

national public health programmes.  The infrastructure and programmes that still 

need a lot of improvement and strengthening in our part of the world.  

 

 Successful and long-term control of NTDs need actions from several sectors 

other than health. The time has come to effect a strong strategy to involve many 

stakeholders in the effective control of NTDs. Efficient and sustainable partnerships 

among stakeholders need to be energetically encouraged and promoted.  I hope that 

the Regional Meeting of Partners for Health in South-east Asia held last month in 
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Delhi would substantially contribute to the encouragement and promotion of 

coordinated involvement of multi-stakeholders in control of NTDs.  

 

 Furthermore, it needs to be kept in mind that NTDs are linked with poverty. The 

overall social and economic development in countries can significantly contribute to 

the long-term sustainable control of NTDs. Certainly, ladies and gentlemen, this 

conference will generate actionable ideas for strategizing the way towards the 

effective and sustainable control of NTDs in the South-East Asia Region, and 

specifically in India. Let us stride forward together with our combined wisdom and 

unwavering commitment towards this common goal. 


