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Priorities at the 69th World 
Health Assembly
Francis Omaswa identifies the key issues on the 2016 World 
Health Assembly agenda

Francis Omaswa, CEO, African Centre for Global Health 
and Social Transformation (based from Kampala); 
Founding Executive Director of the Global Health 
Workforce Alliance.

The 69th World Health Assembly (WHA) will take place 
23–28 May 2016 in Geneva, Switzerland. Member 
states must be in advanced stages of preparing for this 
annual event, and in one of our previous discussions 
we addressed the ideal approaches for preparing for the 
WHA and other international meetings. I have looked 
at the agenda for the assembly and want to draw the 
following agenda items to the special attention of the 
African delegations.
1. Agenda 11 on the World Health Organization 

(WHO) Reform: WHO has gone through tough times 
in the last few years and there are voices that are 
calling for the role of WHO to be downgraded. Yet 
without a strong global organisation which brings 
together all member states with equal voice around 
one table to address global health matters, global 
health and health security will be at increased risk. 
The funding of WHO needs to be increased, as do 
the monitoring of performance and accountability 
by member states. Elections for the new Director-
General of WHO are around the corner and it is high 
time that an African occupied this position.

2. Agenda 12.6 on control and prevention of 
non-communicable diseases (NCDs): Africa is 
experiencing an explosion of NCDs. Diabetes 
mellitus, cancer, cardiovascular disease, and mental 
health need to be prevented through aggressive 
health promotion programmes as most of them are 
lifestyle related.

3. Agenda 13 on health through the life course, 
including a review of the Millennium Development 
Goals and embracing the Sustainable Development 
Goals through multisectoral action. This will call for 
stronger health leadership and governance, which 
is presently taken for granted and not given the high 
priority that it needs. Without strong leadership and 
governance of health we will not achieve our goals. 

4. Agenda 14 on preparedness, surveillance and 
response to infectious diseases, International Health 
Regulations. The outbreak of Ebola in West Africa 
last year showed that a weak health system in any 
corner of the world is a health security risk for the 
whole world. The International Health Regulations, 
adopted by the WHA some five years ago, remain 
unimplemented in many countries. Independent 

assessment of the status of implementation of 
these in our countries should become routine if 
we are to assure global health security. Integrated 
Primary Health Care systems owned and driven by 
communities is the way forward, and to establish 
and sustain these calls once again for strong health 
leadership and governance. 

5. Agenda 15 on communicable diseases, especially 
HIV, which is still a major health challenge in 
Africa despite the achievements that have so far 
been scored in its control. Access to vaccines is a 
pillar of disease prevention and we should be active 
in discussing the Global Vaccine Plan. Another 
important issue is anti-microbial resistance. Misuse 
of anti-microbial agents in many of our countries 
is a major issue due to proliferation of unlicensed 
vendors and informal health service providers. 

6. Agenda 16 on health systems, especially health 
workforce and services. Skilled and supported 
health workers are the essential vehicle for delivery 
of integrated people centred services, and yet there 
are reports from WHO that African health workforce 
densities have not changed over the last ten years. 
Indeed in 22 African countries the densities have 
deteriorated in spite of aggressive advocacy. It is 
therefore gratifying that a new Global Strategy on 
Human Resources for Health (HRH) will be tabled 
for adoption by the assembly. There will also be 
discussions of the level of implementation of the 
WHO Code on the International Recruitment of 
Health Personnel, and I hope that more countries in 
Africa will have submitted reports this time round. I 
urge African delegations to the WHA to look out for 
opportunities to share on this topic and to learn from 
each other on how to improve HRH programmes 
in the countries. This once again calls for strong 
leadership at country level. Tools and instruments for 
scaling-up education, training and retention of health 
workers where they are most needed are available 
and are waiting for interested leaders to apply them.
Under agenda 16 is another important item on the 

WHO Strategy on research for health. Without effec-
tive and relevant research programmes in our health 
systems, we will not have direction or focus, and cannot 
learn how to improve our performance. I urge all del-
egations to participate in this agenda item and go back 
home with commitment to prioritise research for health.

I wish you all fruitful deliberations at the 69th WHA 
and safe travel.
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Announcing the new 
Africa Health website
The website includes:

Here is a free database which gives you 
access to millions of articles, all indexed and 
uniquely ranked.

Content is entirely evidence-based and peer-
reviewed, and in addition to the scientific 

Search the TRIP database for free

The latest issue, and the back issues of 
Africa Health

Latest news

The TRIP searchable database for evidence 
based articles and guidelines

Continuing Professional Development courses

Conference and meetings calendar

An insight into African scientific publishing

Subscription information

Banner advertisements

articles on every medical subject you can 
imagine; the database also includes a 
host of guidelines on treatment and 
management protocols. 

Crucial in the use of the database is the 
need to understand the filtering options (see 
image to the right) or you will find yourself 

http://www.africa-health.com
http://www.africa-health.com/trip-search/


www.africa-health.com

Subscribe for free to the 
Africa Health e-alerts. 
This enables you to read 
every edition online as 
soon as they are available

View the latest edition 
and back issues of the  
Africa Health journal

with a ‘selection’ of several thousand 
papers. Having carefully chosen the 
search words (be as specific as you can) 
you will then see (down the right hand 
side) a number of refinements that you 
can make to your search. You’ll then 
have a much more manageable and 
relevant search outcome.

Searchable database of 
evidence-based articles 
(see box below)
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