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OPENING CEREMONY
SIXTH MEETING OF SAARC HEALTH MINISTERS, COLOMBO, 29 JULY 2017
REMARKS BY H. E. MR. AMJAD HUSSAIN B. SIAL, SECRETARY GENERAL OF SAARC
Honourable Minister of Health of Sri Lanka,
Honourable Ministers,
Heads of Delegation,
Distinguished Delegates,
I would like to thank the Government of Sri Lanka for hosting this important Ministerial meeting. I also wish to express our sincere gratitude and appreciation to the esteemed Government for the warm welcome and generous hospitality extended to us.  The arrangements made for the two meetings are excellent.  
Health and Population Activities was one the first five areas of regional cooperation identified by the very first meeting of the Foreign Secretaries held in Colombo in 1981, even before the formal establishment of the Association in December 1985.  This is truly reflective of the importance that our Member States accord to improving health of the peoples in the region.  
During the SAARC Summits, our leaders have time and again underlined the imperative of improved health of the peoples of South Asia.  To carry forward the directives of our leaders, distinguished SAARC Health Ministers first met in November 2003. This first meeting carved the road map for regional cooperation in the area of public health.
  

 Even with the improvement in health care facilities across the region, medical care and treatment is still not easily available, expensive and at times not affordable by the people at large. Every attempt must be made to reach out to the poor with basic health facilities at affordable prices. This must be a priority for SAARC.  
In line with the recommendations of the Second, Third and Fourth Meetings of the SAARC Health Ministers and the directives of the Seventeenth SAARC Summit, two Action Frameworks on Nutrition and Sanitation were launched during the Thirty-Sixth Session of the Council of Ministers in November 2014. In line with the Framework on Nutrition, with the assistance from the UNICEF Regional Office for South Asia (ROSA), a Regional Conference on Scaling-up Care for Children with Severe Wasting in South Asia was convened in May 2017 in Kathmandu. The ten Key Messages recommended by the Meeting were considered by the Meeting of Senior Officials yesterday.
The Fifth Meeting of SAARC Ministers of Health in New Delhi in April 2015 adopted the “Delhi Declaration on Public Health Challenges” highlighting a number of crucial areas where regional cooperation in public health should be prioritized. As recommended by the distinguished Health Ministers at their Fifth Meeting, I would like to avail myself of this opportunity to emphasize on the need to convene Annual Meetings on Non-Communicable Diseases (NCDs) by rotation in each Member State. The meetings of two Expert Groups, one on Vector Borne Diseases (Malaria/Dengue/Chikangunya and others) and another on Hepatitis may also be convened soon.
SAARC has been collaborating with several specialized UN agencies such as the UNICEF, UN WOMEN, WHO, and UNFPA on the basis of agreed Memoranda of Understanding or Cooperation Agreements.  We need to strengthen our engagement with these agencies to learn and benefit from their expertise.
In their meeting yesterday, the Senior Officials deliberated extensively on several important health issues confronting the SAARC region.  I wish to take this opportunity to express our appreciation to the distinguished Health Secretaries for their excellent preparatory work for this Ministerial Meeting. 
I am confident that the collective wisdom and experience that the distinguished Ministers bring to this meeting will add impetus to our collective efforts to improve the health of our peoples.
Health is Wealth. It is indeed so. We must redouble our efforts to improve the health of our peoples. Similarly, public-private partnership must be mobilized to create affordable and efficient health care facilities. This will undoubtedly contribute to the lofty goal of the Charter of promoting welfare of the people. 
In concluding my remarks, I would like to state that in compliance with the directive of our leaders during the Thirteenth SAARC Summit in Dhaka in November 2005, the South Asian University has been established in New Delhi, which is now imparting quality education to South Asian students. I would like to submit for consideration of the Hon. Ministers to make a recommendation to our leaders for the establishment of a SAARC Medical University. The creation of such an institution will enable our students to study medicine within the region at affordable cost.
I wish the Honourable Ministers fruitful outcome of their deliberations today.
Thank you.
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