
Member States of 
SEAR 

The 11 countries which make up 
the South-East Asia Region (SEAR) 
of WHO are: 

Bangladesh 
Bhutan 
Democratic People's Republic 
of Korea 
India 
Indonesia 
Maldives 
Mongolia 
Myanmar (formerly Burma) 
Nepal 
Sri Lanka 
Thailand 

SOUTH-EAST ASIA REGION 

A rich heritage 
by Dr U Ko Ko 

Regional Director for South-East Asia 

HO's South-East 
Asia Region is 
home to a 
quarter of the 
world's popula

tion and presents a fascinating blend 
of the past and the present. While 
most of the 11 Member States - five of 
whom are categorised as Least 
Developed Countries - have achieved 
remarkable success in their health 
development activities, a wide gap still 
remains between the health haves and 
have-nots. 

Most countries of the Region share 
a common history of subjugation by a 
foreign power until about four decades 
ago. They share a common legacy of 
rampant communicable diseases, nutri-
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tional disorders and problems of 
poverty. The countries also share a rich 
socio-cultural heritage. In fact, culture 
and religion play a vital role in 
influencing the health behaviour of the 
population, especially in rural and 
tribal areas. Another common feature 
is that systems of traditional medicine 
have been widely practised and have 
been an integral part of the social 
infrastructure; efforts are now being 
made to integrate them within the 
health systems. 

The Region, however, still accounts 
for a large proportion of the world's 
disease burden. Mortality rates for 
some diseases have registered a signifi
cant decline in the past few decades, 
particularly with reference to infant 

mortality and crude death rates, yet 
there are pockets where rates of infant 
and maternal mortality as well as 
morbidity are unacceptably high. While 
malaria, tuberculosis , diarrhoea! 
diseases and other communicable 
diseases take a heavy toll, malnutrition 
is also prevalent in many countries. In 
addition, the countries face a threat of 
emerging diseases such as cancer, 
hypertension, cardiovascular diseases 
and diabetes - diseases which, in the 
industrialised world, are associated 
with lifestyles. 

Formidable though this scenario is, 
the member countries are making bold 
and determined efforts to improve the 
health status of their people. These 
efforts are reflected by the determined 
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putting into effect of Health for all 
strategies by the countries, and the 
regular monitoring and evaluation of 
those strategies. This determination 
was further reaffirmed at the regional 
Conference on Health Development 
held at Nev.~ Delhi in March 1989, 
when the member countries renev.~ed 
their commitment to the noble goal of 
Health for all. 

Restructured systems 
In order to provide health care to 

the vast majority of the people, 
member countries have restructured 
their health systems. Through the 
decentralisation of authority, district 
health systems have been strength
ened. At the same time, the develop
ment of human resources, including 
training primary health care workers 
and undertaking research into priority 
health problems, is receiving added 
attention. The countries are also step
ping up cooperation among them
selves, and are generally making sure 
that the wide disparities in the ac
cessibility of health care between rural 
and urban areas is bridged as soon 
as possible. 
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Heirs to a rich social and cultural 
legacy. 

In the process it is becoming increas
ingly clear that health needs to be 
given greater attention than it has 
received in the past if the pace of 
development, or development itself, is 
to be maintained and accelerated. 
Already the fruits of these efforts are 
beginning to be seen as the countries 
march ahead to achieve the goal of 
Health for all. 

In spite of severe resource con
straints, member countries have 
developed innovative approaches for 
carrying out HFA strategies. The 
success of the countries' efforts have 
been widely recognised; for instance, 
individuals working in four of the 
countries have won the Sasakawa 
Health Prize during the past fev.~ 
years. Some vignettes of such ap
proaches and achievements are vividly 
described in the pages of this issue of 
World Health. • 
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