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Mr President, Director-General, Ministers, Ladies and Gentlemen, in the annual 
report on the state of world health, the Director-General of WHO presents a general 
picture that we cannot indeed call reassuring. It confirms for us the persistence of 
tragic numerical indicators concerning the condition of children and the sufferings of 
thousands of mothers who still die in childbirth - data that bring home to us the fact 
that diseases we thought had now disappeared, such as leprosy and tuberculosis, still 
strike millions of individuals each year. The Report also shows us that other diseases, 
known since ancient Roman times, remain the major public health problem in most 
developing countries, which today are also confronted by the scourge of AIDS, 
cardiovascular diseases and tumours, these new burdens imposed by the development process 
that are not always managed or treated with the requisite skill and care. These are 
tragic figures testifying to a silent world war that is still going on, taking thousands 
of innocent lives each day, victims of the indifference and selfishness of those who, 
while never missing an opportunity to proclaim verbally their solidarity and involvement, 
are actually guided by economic interests that seek to ensure the prosperity of a few in 
spite of the misfortune of the many. 

This is why, in order that coming years should not face our children with such bleak 
and hopeless vistas, I accepted the invitation of the Director-General of WHO to express 
to you, the highest officials of health, considerations and proposals that might enable 
us to enter the third raillenium with the prospects of peace, health and justice. 

A few decades ago, Rudyard Kipling said that "east is east and west is west and n'er 
the twain shall meet", and there is no doubt that the global balance of this century is 
drawing to its close and has been based on that observation. However, a number of wise 
politicians, including Alcide de Gaspari, to cleave to western democratic values without 
losing the global sense of peace； they believed in the possibility of accomplishing 
those extraordinary transformations which from day to day at an incredible rate are 
occurring in that Eastern Europe that was communist. 

The affirmation of democracy, the irreplaceable instrument of future economic and 
social well-being, was made possible by the need for justice and equality and solidarity 
among peoples, which had broken down like so many sand castles the military and 
ideological barriers erected in the course of decades of painful conflict in a situation 
of stalemate. 

The new wind of freedom from the east brings us not only the duty to contribute to 
reconstruction with all the means at our disposal, but also makes us turn again to watch 
the irresistible resurrection of democracies in Latin America, while the rapid crumbling 
of the hideous principles at the basis of racial segregation in South Africa will 
certainly lead, if balance and reason can prevail, to new justice, social solidarity, 
peace and development. And if we succeed in beginning negotiations towards recognition 
of the right to political existence of all peoples in the Middle Eastern region - in full 
respect of mutual security and stability - then we will be able to devote this last 
decade of the century to the beginning of a new, specific and harmonious development 



strategy for humanity as a whole, putting an end to many injustices and eliminating those 
obstacles which still keep four-fifths of humanity in unacceptable living conditions. 

Today, a new moral impetus and a universal demand for security are combining to 
shake the old egoisms and allow for rejection of the habit of reasoning along lines that 
no longer correspond to the radical transformations of the international scene. We 
should therefore be ready to revise the old scenarios, confront and surmount the 
obstacles to interdependence between north and south, dismissing first of all the fear 
that the return of democracy in Europe could lead to abandonment of the south. 

In fact, there are several hypotheses and proposals at various levels which are 
designed to establish the possible percentages for distribution of national products 
earmarked in the immediate future for problems of underdevelopment, proposals that would 
favour regional cooperation by putting more emphasis on productive activities capable of 
renewing the market, renewing individual responsibility and initiative. 

Europe, for example, must not fail to foster the process under way in the east； but 
it should do so at the same time as it devotes the greatest possible effort to ensure 
peace and stability - but also development and also employment - in the entire 
Mediterranean region, as well as in the areas of the world that need solidarity and 
support. 

It is undoubtedly worth remembering all the statistics that show Africa as the only 
continent where in absolute terras, the number of infant deaths is constantly on the 
increase : it has unbelievably passed from some 3 800 000 in the 1950s to 4 300 000 in 
1989, and we know that unless new measures are taken by the turn of the century, Africa 
will account for practically half of all deaths in the weakest and most innocent age 
group• 

Similarly, in Latin America, the return to democracy has not yet been matched with 
equally significant economic progress if it is true that gross domestic product has 
fallen by 7% from the 1980 level, that in the last 6 years some 180 billion dollars of 
capital have left the continent, and that, finally the debt of the developing countries 
this year is set to reach the incredible - and unbearable - sum of 1250 billion dollars. 
Some years ago now, Julius Nyerere, one of the fathers of modern Africa, had asked the 
international community if it were just to let one's own children die in order to pay off 
debt. The annual reports of UNICEF and WHO confirm for us that hundreds of thousands of 
children have suffered from grave nutritional deficiencies and retarded growth, and that 
in some regions infant mortality has risen to 25%. Such facts are an affront to our 
civilization and call for actions that are not limited to merely provisional 
improvements, but actions that radically transform the grave imbalances of which health 
conditions often are only a symptom. 

Yet the emphasis should not, in my opinion, be placed on debt in itself; this must 
not become a facile alibi to justify complex and delicate situations that call for joint 
action, imagination and a will to change. We still see serious negligence and errors in 
certain countries that have the resources to emerge from underdevelopment； sectarian 
interests persist, ancient traditions that tend to favour countries where individual 
liberty is still limited, whereas there are young democracies that know where they should 
be going, but are deprived of external support because they have no strategic position or 
commercial and political interest. 

I have spoken of the link between debt and development. The task entrusted by the 
Secretary-General of the United Nations to the Political Secretary of the Italian 
Socialist Party was a matter of great satisfaction to us. His first reports have 
convinced me that we are at last on the right road to a solution to the problem; 
furthermore, awareness of the enormity of the social burden that the poorest people have 



to support seems to have dawned on those who were reducing north-south relations to a 
simple matter of graphs, economic calculations and profits. The time for the old 
rhetoric has gone, and now it is time to give specific form to the will of private and 
public bodies, so that by the end of the century the major obstacle - the separation of 
north from south is removed. Nor should we limit ourselves to the financial aspects of 
the problem; we should also attend to the commercial aspects and to the division of 
international labour. It is for this reason that I share the opinions of those who want 
GATT to define the system of commercial relations before the end of this year, in order 
to foster greater and stronger integration and collaboration, with ever closer links 
between GATT, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, whose resources also 
should be increased through new methods of finance. 

In addition to debt reduction, for which the Brady plan has certainly been an 
important - though in itself insufficient - point of reference, we must take appropriate 
fiscal action and institute other entirely new mechanisms, to encourage private banks to 
reduce the burden on debtor countries. We must also pay attention to examination of such 
direct mechanisms as the link between debt and environment and between debt and social 
investments which, though in themselves are clearly incapable of resolving what is a much 
larger problem, will make some contribution, and will give tangible proof that the 
richest countries are taking action to improve the social, health and environmental 
conditions of the poorest countries. 

In this area too, the role of the international organizations seems to me to be 
absolutely fundamental, since they both guarantee this new and therefore complex 
mechanism and directly practise this new form of operation that is aimed in every case at 
improvement of living conditions. 

A few days ago, respecting its commitment, Italy took legislative steps to renounce 
credits already allocated or being paid out at the end of last year to the most heavily 
indebted developing countries. We will enter into agreements with these countries that 
appropriately define practicalities and criteria, one of which will certainly be the 
redeployment of debt and implementation of social and health programmes to improve basic 
structures, foster better education and ensure that children are given the vaccinations 
that are fundamental to their right to existence. 

The link between environment and development of course is no less close than between 
debt and development. I think we are all now aware that nature is not protected by 
purely environmental actions, but rather by solutions that aim for the root of the 
problem, with healthy forms of growth, removal of the causes of social imbalances that 
arise from crazy and shortsighted consumption of natural resources, a practice which 
bespeaks the terrible conditions of poverty in which many people live : today still, more 
than two billion people obtain warmth from the most ancient of sources: burning wood, 
which means burning forests, and burning oxygen, to the detriment of humanity as a 
whole, The destruction of the tropical forests each year sacrifices eleven million 
hectares, while the deserts advance at the rate of six million hectares per annum. These 
dramatic figures reveal another silent war in progress that could prove much more fatal 
and catastrophic than the threat of nuclear war that has been the main nightmare in the 
history of the last forty years. We must nevertheless be very careful, we the citizens 
of the most advanced countries, who are no small contributors to destruction of the 
environment, not to claim that it is others who should go down the roads of abnegation 
and sacrifice, because were we to do so our love of nature would express only the depth 
of our egoism. We must respect the sovereignty and sensitivity of others through a 
dialogue that takes account of their development also. 

While the health of the environment is one of the main themes of international 
discussion and concern, the health of man constitutes an absolute and inalienable right 
for the whole of humanity, a right that we must defend if we want peace and development 
to progress in concert, convinced as we are that interdependence calls for a code of 



social justice applicable to our entire planet. We need a new civilization based on 
solidarity, a development process centered on man and his requirements, and it is 
therefore impossible not to give preference to any action aimed at improving the quality 
of life or even, in certain cases, ensuring the very right to existence. 

Health is a common possession that knows nothing of frontiers, transcends economic 
interests, is indifferent to idealogical barriers, often represents a bridge to peace 
between nations at war, and may constitute, in certain cases, the sole instrument capable 
of activating the mechanisms of a harmonious and balanced social and economic 
development. 

There are nevertheless many factors that can jeopardize the proper functioning of 
health and welfare structures, without their all being ascribable to the economic and 
political problems we have already considered. There unquestionably exists a problem of 
equitable distribution of resources within the limits of the budgetary possibilities that 
a country can muster; we see the need for an organization, for technical mechanisms 
capable of managing external resources and making international cooperation into a true 
development process tailored to human needs. I was greatly s truck by the findings of a 
study by OECD and the World Bank which indicated that the objectives of health in the 
world could be effectively attained at present levels of expenditure if the funds were 
utilized more rationally and effectively. 

These are considerations that the international community, the supreme organization 
of the United Nations, and all of you who are responsible for the health of the world's 
peoples must analyse and develop into practical policies, while vigorously upholding the 
principle of participation and responsible involvement of local communities, which must 
not merely be the beneficiaries of assistance but also the agents of their own health 
development. Thus individuals can become active operators, instead of mere passive 
recipients of a genuine process of human promotion. We cannot and must not neglect, 
either, the fundamental role of the physician, whose function must be upgraded and who, 
adjusting to the rapid processes of change in society, must become a manager and an 
educator as well. It is his duty to institute authentic forms of cooperation in the name 
of science and of solidarity and thereby affirm, over and beyond formal and bureaucratic 
barriers, our common faith in progress, taking an active part in the communication of 
medical knowledge and the transfer of technological capabilities and expertise to be 
placed at the disposal of the poorest masses in order to ensure adequate assistance to 
those who are suffering and thus achieve one of our essential aspirations : the 
humanization of medicine, of which Mr Angelini, here with us today to receive the highest 
mark of recognition accorded by WHO, has always been one of the most fervent partisans. 

Mr President, Mr Director-General, Right Honourable Ministers, your agenda provides 
for a coordinated analysis of the many problems relating to the quality of life and the 
right to live it, the questions posed by the awesome development of scientific research, 
the requirements created by the urgent need to safeguard the environment, the tensions 
due to the growing imbalances between industrialized and developing countries, and the 
outlook with regard to a world strategy for the defence and promotion of human life on 
earth. This is a wide range of fundamental demands, which will no doubt provide us with 
new indications for ensuring that policies, methods and interventions will be true 
instruments of development, of well-being and of life, scientifically defined and 
evaluated so as to enable us also to determine the principles of a professional code of 
ethics of health cooperation between peoples. 

Europe, the new Europe of the Twelve, aware of the rapid course of historical 
change, has decided to accelerate the pace of its political integration and possesses the 
means and capacity to respond appropriately to the exciting challenges of the nineties by 
mobilizing human and financial resources in order to restore the balance between North 



and South and contribute to the building of a future worthy of the name, in which true 
social justice will prevail at the universal level. 

Italy, which will shortly be taking over the Presidency of the European Community, 
intends to grasp this opportunity of promoting any action aimed at pursuing these 
objectives. It will be my clear and inescapable duty to submit for consideration by the 
next world summit at Houston the new proposals for solving the debt problem and for 
concrete action to safeguard the health of man and of the environment. There is a need 
for a substantial increase in world sensitivity towards any form of cooperation designed 
to free from the grip of disease and poverty, populations that need our help and are 
rightly calling for it. 

I should like to remind you, Mr President, of the prayer that a great ma.n of faith 
addressed to all of us exactly a year ago, in Rome, at a congress that we had organized 
with a good many of the ministers of health present here today, precisely in order to 
understand better, to study, to consider in depth and to work together. On that occasion 
Mr Holder Сamara, Bishop of the poor, called upon us to understand that the economic debt 
of our governments must be compared to the debt in human lives, stifled by misery and 
reduced to lower, animal levels of existence. 

Mr Сamara then exhorted us to work so that the Third Millennium would become "a 
festival where Love would prevail over hate, where Love, true and authentic Love, would 
enlighten all mankind". 

Thank you, Mr President. 


