
Stand up and be counted
Preventable chronic diseases have
become more prevalent globally and
governments must have the political
will to address such matter reports
ANNIE FREEDA CRUEZ
PROFESSOR Richard

Parish chief
executive of Royal
Society for Public
Health Britain

dropped the bomb bluntly by
saying In 2005 more than
58 million people died and
60 per cent of all deaths
were due to chronic diseases
such as cardiovascular
disease heart disease and
stroke cancer chronic
respiratory diseases and
diabetes

He was speaking at
a recent international

symposium on Prioritising
Chronicity — An agendafor
public health research on
chronic health conditions
for sub Saharan Africa and
Asia
Chronic diseases cannot

be prevented with vaccines
Neither can they be cured
Without action to address
the causes deaths from
chronic diseases will
increase by 17 per cent
between 2005 and 2015
Thus comprehensive and

integrated action to prevent
and control chronic diseases
will save some 36 million
lives globally

The challenges to health
facing mankind have never
been greater Not only do
we have all the problems
associated with
modem day
lifestyles
and

environments but
increasingly we will see
a return in developed
countries the infectious
diseases of decades past
while developing countries
will acquire the so called
diseases of affluence so
prevalent in Western
countries he said

Parish added that the
leading causes of chronic
diseases in developed
countries were arthritis
cardiovascular disease
breast and colon cancer
diabetes epilepsy and
seizures mental health
obesity and oral health
problems

These diseases were
prevalent in developing
countries but the additional
diseases people are inflicted
with are tuberculosis HIV
malaria other infectious
diseases injuries sight
disorders and unsafe water
and sanitation he added
By 2020 he said the

greatest challenge to
health will be mainly non
communicable diseases and
lifestyle related ill health
such as obesity sexually
transmitted infections
communicable diseases
such as SARS Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome
Avian flu and tuberculosis
and climate change

He attributed
the causes
of chronic

diseases to underlying
socioeconomic cultural
political and environmental
determinants which
comes with globalisation
urbanisation and ageing
populations

I must stress that
common modifiable risks
leading to people suffering
from chronic diseases are
unhealthy diet physical
inactivity and tobacco
use while non modifiable
risk factors are age and
hereditary The intermediate
risk factors are raised blood
pressure blood glucose
abnormal blood lipids and
obesity he said adding that
the main chronic diseases
today are heart disease
stroke cancer chronic
respiratory diseases and
diabetes
Parish said preventing

such chronic diseases is a

vital investment especially
with the risks increasing
even among women with
many being overweight at
the age of 30 and above
Chronic disease epidemic

is rapidly evolving but
global recognition and
response has not kept pace

It s unfortunate that 80
per cent of chronic disease
deaths occur in low and
middle income countries
The reality is that chronic
diseases are concentrated
among the poor and the
misunderstanding is that
chronic diseases mainly
affect rich people It s also
a misunderstanding that
chronic diseases mainly
affect old people he said

Chronic diseases he
added affect men and
women equally

Parish said it s time
people understand that
chronic diseases can be
prevented meaning 80 per
cent cases of premature
heart disease stroke
and Type 2 diabetes are
preventable besides 40 per
cent of cancers

If you think health is
expensive just look at
the cost of avoidable ill
health said Parish adding
that it is unfortunate that
the contribution of the
health services to overall
population health is
relatively small
Although some countries

have put in place national
strategies to combat
chronic diseases among
their population these fail
because of inappropriate
standard low level of
resources inadequately
trained personnel
organisational constraints
unclear objectives
poor communication
and inaccurate audit

methodology
We also fail to invest

adequately in the social
and environmental
determinants of health
no matter which country
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we inhabit If we were to
place the same emphasis
on the development of our
human capital as we do in
creating financial wealth we
would transform the health
landscape worldwide
The irony he added is

that we know what works
but the past was littered
with half hearted attempts
at health improvement

Are we destined to
repeat the failures of the
past or can we muster the
necessary political and
professional commitment to
create a very different set of
health filtures he asked
Meawhile Malaysian AIDS

Council president Professor
Dr Adeeba Kamarulzaman
said that in the developed
world the success of highly
active anti retroviral therapy
HAART has turned HIV
infection from what once
was a universally fatal
infectious disease into a
chronic medical condition
She said one of the

main areas of treatment
and research focus in
the developed world now
centres on improving
the long term medical
complications of HAART
including renal and bone
diseases cardiovascular and
metabolic complications
In the developing world

however the focus for
managing and researching
the HIV epidemic must
remain on mitigating the
spread of infection and
understanding the barriers
to comprehensive prevention
and treatment services
She said the HIV

epidemic in Malaysia
which has until recently
largely been driven by the
use of unsterile injecting
equipment demonstrates the
complexities and challenges
of managing two chronic
and highly stigmatised
diseases — HIVand
substance use
She said local research

has shown widespread
discrimination towards
HIV infected patients

particularly among people
who use drugs by the media
as well as the medical
profession which leads
to a reluctance to seek
treatment Once diagnosed
the health system often
does not provide adequate
support for patients

The HIV infected drug
users who frequently require
long term treatment for
multiple chronic medical
conditions including
tuberculosis hepatitis
A HIV and sometimes
mental health are not
only faced with myriad
treatment complications
and side effects but are
also disadvantaged by
the current segregation
of delivery of medical
services into medical
sub specialities said Dr
Adeeba currently professor
of medicine and infectious
diseases at Universiti
Malaya
The burden of both

diseases on the health
system she said is
enormous as evidenced by
the large waiting list for
methadone maintenance
treatment for drug users
and the resultant inadequate
coverage of such services to
preveat the spread of HIV
On the other hand life

long treatment required for
those who become HIV
infected will further burden
the health system
She said a better

understanding of the
individual social and
structural barriers to
effective prevention and
treatment of HIV and drug
use is crucial to better
improve the delivery of such
services

A rethinking of the
traditional models for
delivering healthcare and
prevention is needed
she added if we are to
adequately scale up these
programmes in Malaysia

If you think
health is

expensive
just look at
the cost of
avoidable ill
health said
Parish adding
that the
contribution
of the health
services to
overall
population
health was
relatively
small
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