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Mr. President,

Distinguished Delegates,

My Delegation thanks the Special Rapporteur on the rights of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health for his inspiring report, which we have studied with interest.

Medical care for the sick and the poor is at the origin of the Order of Malta’s mission and has remained at the centre of its humanitarian activities throughout its history. The provision of expert medical help to alleviate disease and suffering has always been a fundamental role for the Order, not only through personal care, but also by contributing to the progress of science. The challenge referred to by Mr. Paul Hunt that “one of the most important human rights challenges is to enhance the enjoyment of the right to health for those living in poverty” is being taken up daily by the Order’s network of hospitals, clinics, medical centres and dispensaries that covers 120 countries, employs 11’000 mainly medical and paramedical personnel and can count on approximately 80’000 regular volunteers, the majority of which are trained in health tasks. Today some 15 million people in need benefit from its programmes of emergency assistance, healthcare – including access to water and sanitation as suggested by the Special Rapporteur - , as well as training and education, thus breaking the cycle of poverty, hunger and sickness which so many of the most marginalised members of society experience. These figures illustrate the Order of Malta as a global professional institution in terms of humanitarian aid, medical care and emergency medicine.

In the report before us and in his statement to the Council, the Special Rapporteur highlights the role of health professionals as a bridge between human rights and health, but also draws attention to their “inadequate engagement in the health and human rights movement”. He suggests a number of steps that should be taken by ministries of health, professional associations and those working in health-related sectors. He also calls on WHO to develop a strategy in this field. Could Mr. Paul Hunt elaborate and advise us on whether significant progress has been made and what measures are being taken to implement the proposals for a human rights-based approach by the health community? 

The Order of Malta shares the Special Rapporteur’s concern on maternal mortality. Its specialised medical institutions offer high quality maternity care and will continue to do so in the future.

With regard to Mr. Hunt’s mention of neglected diseases, my Delegation would like to refer to the Sub-Commission’s resolution on “Discrimination against leprosy-affected persons and their families”. This initiative provides for common ground between health and human rights. Should the Council decide to follow up on the resolution, it will constitute a perfect example of how health and human rights complement each other. For centuries the Order has been fighting the scourge of leprosy and assisting those suffering exclusion from society as a result of having the disease. As leprosy remains a significant public health problem in parts of Africa, Asia and Latin America, the Order continues its programmes of treatment and rehabilitation for patients, as well as its work towards eliminating the disease and defeating the stigma that still surrounds it.
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