
Message from the Regional Director

People inhabiting 
countries of WHO’s 
South-East Asia Re-
gion are today at a 
critical juncture as 
they cope with bur-
geoning economies, 
rapid modernization 
and urbanization as 
well as extreme cli-
mate changes, all of 

which are affecting their lives and their health. 
At the same time they have limited  access to 
health care facilities which are too stretched, 
technology-driven, expensive and out of reach 
for large segments of the population. Today 
over 600 million people in the Region live in 
over-crowded and under-serviced urban ar-
eas, and a quarter of them are estimated to be 
poor.

The Region is also in the midst of a demograph-
ic and epidemiological transition. While life 
expectancy has increased, unhealthy lifestyles 
are leading to an increase in chronic, noncom-
municable diseases in epidemic proportion. In 
many countries, while large investments are 
being made to strengthen tertiary care, basic 
health care is often out of reach for many. In 
this context, community education in the pub-
lic health aspects of promoting health and pre-
venting disease becomes even more important 
today. 

Countries are mandated to provide adequate 
and appropriate health care for all, in an equi-
table manner. The health for all movement had 
provided the impetus to work towards univer-
sal health care. Many countries created cadres 
of health workers based in the community. In 
addition, the spirit of volunteerism is strong 
in South-East Asia – in many countries a large 
number of people serve as health volunteers. 
All countries in the Region are committed to 
the principles of primary health care and have 
made large investments to support the prin-
ciples of providing universal health coverage, 
equity and involvement of the community.

In any system, the community-based health 
care provider has an important role – which 
countries need to redefine to meet the emer-
ging health challenges. While community 
health workers are valued in all countries of 
the Region, their status within the health care 
chain varies from country to country. 

Community-based health workers and volun-
teers are uniquely placed  in countries of our 
Region as they are from the community and are 
therefore sensitive to the socio-cultural milieu in 
which they operate. The community more read-
ily accepts the preventive and curative services 
offered by them as they are delivered with em-
pathy. However, their role needs to be redefined 

2 | HealtH in South-east asia || September 2011



Dr Samlee Plianbangchang  
Regional Director

from the earlier focus on maternal and child 
health, and immunization, to a stronger focus 
on health promotion and disease prevention. 

It is time that health policies in countries find 
a strong and well defined role for these catego-
ries of workers. To use them optimally these 
health workers must not be isolated or left to 
function as stand-alones. They must be firmly 
placed as an important link in the health care 
and delivery chain, so that they are recognized, 
supported and nurtured by the system. 

This issue of Health in South-East Asia carries 
some examples of experiences in strengthening 
the community-based health workforce and 
successes achieved by community health work-
ers in countries of the Region, clearly demon-
strating their vital role in achieving the goal of 
health for all. 
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