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Madam President, 

Director General,

Excellencies,

Distinguished Delegates,

On behalf of the Sovereign Order of Malta I would like first of all to congratulate you, Madam President, on your election to preside over the 60th World Health Assembly and to wish you and your Bureau success in your important endeavours. As this is also the first Assembly of the new Director General, Dr. Margaret Chan, we would like to warmly reiterate our support to her work in attaining the objectives of the World Health Organization.

The year 2006 convened again a considerable list of tragedies of both man-made and natural disasters, with consequences on the health of millions of human beings. The Order of Malta was present, offering rescue and relief by caring for the victims of armed conflicts, earthquakes, droughts and floods, mainly in Africa and Asia. In the Middle East the Order responded to the conflict in Lebanon by providing medical care, medicines and other basic necessities to many thousands of people displaced from their homes. Special attention was also given to the needs of Eastern European and Latin American countries.

While Ministries of Health of WHO Member States rightly concentrate their efforts within their territories, the Order of Malta provides aid in some 120 countries, irrespective of religion and origin of populations. Last year the Order spent close to one billion USD on its medical and humanitarian activities worldwide; this amount is comparable to health budgets of some WHO Member States.

Madam President,

In 2006, the Order of Malta devoted both human and financial resources to social and psychological support programmes in order to help women and children escape sexual exploitation and return to a normal life. In the Democratic Republic of Congo for example, the Order of Malta’s worldwide relief service, Malteser International, has already extended psycho-social assistance to over ten thousand victims of sexual violence.

In the area of communicable diseases the Order of Malta recently commenced new programs in the fields of protection against malaria and control of cholera outbreaks. In Africa a child dies every 30 seconds of malaria while less than five percent of children sleep under a bed net. Access to such nets is therefore an extremely important prevention measure which can reduce the cases of  malaria up to 50 per cent. On this year’s Africa Malaria Day, the Order launched a new initiative to fight infant mortality by distributing 10.000 insecticide-treated bed nets to pregnant women in its medical centres in the province of South Kivu in the east of the Democratic Republic of Congo. In the Darfur region of western Sudan for instance, Malteser International is currently treating 420,000 displaced persons under its malaria-prevention programme and providing medical care for a further 115,000 people south of  El Fasher.

In this context, the Order of Malta fully supports the proposal submitted to this World Health Assembly in draft resolution EB120.R16, calling for the establishment of Malaria Day,to be commemorated annually, in order to provide education and understanding of malaria.

Furthermore, the Order of Malta is continuing its fight against tuberculosis and its secular involvement in leprosy relief. This disease which is nowadays attracting less attention, affects more than a quarter of a million new patients every year. Moreover, since it is easily curable if treated on time, its ongoing existence constitutes a scandal for Humanity. As the WHO Bulletin pointed out in its editorial of January 2007: “there will be continued need for leprosy research capability and for specialist clinical expertise.” New tools allowing earlier detection would greatly contribute to the eradication of leprosy. However, as stated in the above editorial “the situation has come close to eliminating leprosy research”. Therefore, the Order of Malta initiated in 2006 a research funding program of almost half a million USD per year and will increase its involvement to accelerate the opening of new avenues towards elimination of leprosy.

Madam President, 

The Order of Malta’s long and deep experience in the fields of health care and scientific research is based on its 900-year tradition of healing and nursing the sick of all origins, and supporting the advancement of medical science. Today, it carries out its global activities in accordance with WHO recommendations and in partnership with the international community. Our motivation and humanitarian involvement are rooted in ideals similar to those of the United Nations and, in the scope of health, our goals therefore converge with those of WHO. In this spirit, the Order of Malta will pursue its longstanding support of WHO in its efforts towards achieving: “the attainment by all peoples of the highest possible level of health”.

Thank you, Madam President.
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