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Mr President, 

Director General,

Excellencies,

Distinguished Delegates,

Please accept my congratulations, Mr President, on behalf of the Sovereign Order of Malta, on your election to preside over the 61st WHA. We wish you, and the Bureau members, much success in your task. 

Since our last Assembly, the Order of Malta has continued to provide health services all over the world, and in particular in those regions most affected by man-made and natural disasters. According to its mission, our aid is given free and irrespective of nationality, religion or race of those in need. Last year the total value of this humanitarian assistance was over 1 Billion USD.

The consequences of climate change on health being WHO’s focus for 2008, we wish to reiterate our concern at the devastating influences of global warming on the quantity and quality of drinking water, which affects primarily the poorest, and in particular children and infants who need more potable liquids per weight and for whom the consequences of dehydration are more serious, as the ingestion of polluted liquids, carries diseases such as diarrhoea, cholera, hepatitis, and others. 

For this reason the Order of Malta continues to develop its water purification projects in areas affected by drinking water shortage. New programs of rainwater harvesting and storage have been started in Sri Lanka and can be spread to other regions of need. Furthermore, programs for the development of sewage systems help affected populations improve their sanitation level. 

The aid of the Sovereign Order of Malta, which has only a small extraterritorial area, reached 120 countries. Through Malteser International, its worldwide relief agency alone it reached in 2007 over 7 million people, thus more than the population of many WHO member states.

Last year, such aid was concentrated in Africa (Angola, D.R.of Congo, Kenya, Sudan, and Uganda), in Asia (Afghanistan, Cambodia, India, Indonesia, Iraq, Myanmar, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Thailand and Vietnam), in Syria and in the Americas (Mexico, Peru).

In Myanmar, Malteser International, being present with a local branch since 7 years, was one of the rare humanitarian organizations in a position to intervene immediately in the emergency of the recent cyclone and continues now to provide help to the victims in the Irrawaddy area.

In the Order’s maternity hospital of Bethlehem, the most modern neonatal equipment was installed end 2007, thanks to the support of the Belgian Government and USAID. This cutting edge maternity is the only one in this area of Palestine where 40.000 babies, even quintuplets, were born.

Mr. President,

In its traditional fight against leprosy, the Sovereign Order of Malta won two new battles:

First, it reactivated the forgotten, but badly needed, clinical research to find new ways to eradicate this disease. Several grants have been made by MAGRALEPRE (a research arm of the Sovereign Order of Malta) to scientists in the new domains of genomics, genetics, early diagnosis and nerve involvement. This is the second year of novel research and funds for 3 more years are secured. The total value exceeds one million USD. First results are encouraging and they were reported at the 17th International Leprosy Congress in Hyderabad. Unfortunately the relevance of this disease continues to be understated by certain epidemiological data.

Secondly, in the battle against ostracism of leprosy patients, the Order of Malta’s leprosy institute in Dakar, Senegal, is being integrated into the orthopaedic department of the University Hospital. Thus, for the first time in an endemic country, leprosy patients will be treated together with other patients in a teaching hospital setting. In this model, the social exclusion, referred to recently by the Japanese delegation at the Human Rights Council, will start to disappear. This will require some additional funds, which are welcome to the project.

Mr President,

The Sovereign Order of Malta’s humanitarian assistance is being more and more guided by the Millennium Development Goals, particularly those in the health sector.  We are proud to contribute to the objectives of WHO and to work in close cooperation with its headquarters and regional offices to improve the health status of the populations most in need. In this context we thank the Director General for her support and wish her and her staff success in their noble role.

Thank you, Mr  President.
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