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REMARKS OF THE REGIONAL DIRECTOR, WPRO/WHO 

Achievements

The theme of the Partners' Forum this year is "Keep the Pledge".  This theme has a special resonance for me.   When I became Regional Director in 1999, I consulted widely with all the ministers of the countries in the Western Pacific. Almost all of them asked WHO to assign priority to TB because it was causing such devastation among their people.  A "tuberculosis 
crisis" in the Western Pacific Region was declared and we established Stop TB as a special project of the Regional Office.  WHO and our Member States set tough targets for the Region to achieve by 2005: 100% of patients to be enrolled in DOTS, a case detection rate of 70%, and a cure rate of 85%. Our overall goal is to reduce prevalence and mortality by half by 2010.   This is our pledge in the fight against TB.  

Why were our Member States so concerned about TB in the Western Pacific Region?  The  scale of the TB crisis in the Western Pacific was, and still is, staggering: the Region bears 

over a quarter of the global burden of TB.  Moreover, TB particularly affects people in the most economically active age groups; if breadwinners are laid low by TB, whole families suffer the consequences. It is well known that TB is a disease of poverty.  For example, TB mortality in rural China is three times higher than that in urban areas.  I am very pleased therefore that WHO's Stop TB programme is contributing to the poverty reduction targets of the millennium development goals, as well as improving the health of millions of the poorest people in the world. 

Since we made our pledge to stop TB in the Western Pacific in 1999, there has been significant progress towards the Stop TB targets.  The funding gap in the region has narrowed from 40% to 10%, thanks to generous support from such partners as the World Bank; the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, TB and Malaria; the Australian Agency for International Development; the Canadian International Development Agency; the Government of Japan and the United States Agency for International Development.  
Access to directly observed treatment, short‑course, or DOTS, has increased markedly.  In 1999 only about half the population of the Western Pacific Region had access to DOTS programmes; now I am pleased to say that 8 in 10 people have access to DOTS services.  Among patients treated under DOTS in the Region, 9 out of 10 are successfully cured.

To illustrate some of the successes we have had in tackling TB in the Western Pacific Region, I would like to draw your attention to the Philippines.  In 1999, DOTS was available to only 30% of the population.  By 2002, 100% of the country's population had access to DOTS services.  China has also made significant progress in fighting TB; strong political will has been established to combat the disease, and most of the funding required for DOTS expansion has been secured.  

Challenges

Despite these successes and many others within the Region, major challenges remain. There have been dramatic increases in DOTS coverage, but the regional case detection rate is only 40%.  The Region is therefore a long way from the case 
detection target of 70% by 2005.  One reason for the low case detection is that many patients in the Region seek medical help from private physicians or general hospitals, who do not operate DOTS schemes themselves and often do not refer patients to local DOTS services. WHO is working closely with national governments and the private sector to ensure that no TB patient is excluded from the DOTS programme.

HIV-related TB also remains a serious threat to our work to reduce the burden of TB. In some countries with high burdens of TB, notably Cambodia, HIV prevalence has reached alarming levels.  In spite of the overall achievements in the fight against HIV/AIDS in Cambodia, a national HIV prevalence survey of TB patients in Cambodia in 2003 revealed that 

in Phnom Penh the percentage of TB patients who are HIV-positive has almost tripled, from 11% in 1995, to 31% in 2003.

Multidrug-resistant or MDR TB is a major threat to TB control globally.  There is an increased risk of MDR strains developing in areas where DOTS has not been implemented. Currently one in five people in the Region lives in an area not covered by the DOTS programme.  It is these areas that form a breeding ground for MDR TB.  For example, drug resistance surveillance in several provinces of China showed that about half of the provinces had high levels of MDR TB.  It is imperative that we expand DOTS in China before the situation deteriorates further and puts ever greater numbers of people at risk of developing MDR TB.

Conclusion

In spite of the serious challenges that face us, we have reasons to be optimistic about our progress.  We have already been successful in fighting other diseases, such as polio and SARS, and I see no reason why we cannot add TB to this list.  SARS provides an instructive example of what we can achieve if we work together with purpose and determination.  While more than 95% of SARS cases were in the Western Pacific, collaboration with Member States and with other parts of WHO, notably the South-East Asia Region, and with WHO Headquarters was absolutely critical to the swift control of the SARS outbreak.  I am very pleased to learn now from Dr Samlee’s speech that he has decided TB as a special project in SEARO.  I am very much looking forward to close collaboration with you and your colleagues to fight against TB in the Asia Pacific.  

If countries dedicate themselves to controlling TB in the same way as they did to battling SARS, I strongly believe we can overcome the challenges I have outlined.  


Ladies and gentlemen, the theme of this meeting is "Keep the pledge".  In WHO's Western Pacific Region we have set the bar high, and it will take considerable effort on all our parts if we are to clear it.  Nevertheless, when I think of our success in controlling other diseases, and when I feel the enthusiasm around me in this room, I am confident that we will be able to get the job done together.  
