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I. Introduction 

 

The World Health Organization (WHO) Western Pacific Region is home to nearly 1.9 

billion people, or more than one quarter of the world’s population, spread across 27 

countries and 10 areas (Fig 1).  

 

The region showcases a diverse population, socioeconomic status, history, and 

maturity of health systems. As a result, the various health issues addressed range from 

TB, NTDs, and AMR to tobacco control, among others. 

 

In May of 2015, the World Health Assembly passed resolution 68.15 on 

‘Strengthening Emergency and Essential Surgery as a Component of Universal 

Health Coverage,’ representing a landmark change in Global Surgery advocacy and 

work thus far. Subsequently, the WHA passed an amendment to the resolution calling 

for the Director General to report back on progress on the resolution every third year 

until 2030. Significant work ensued, as countries began the task of creating national 

surgical plans and strategies.  

 

In May of 2019, the Governments of Fiji, Palau, and Tonga organized a side event at 

the World Health Assembly in Geneva, Switzerland centered on ‘Safe and Affordable 

Surgery,’ which received a favorable response.   

 

This year, at the 70
th

 World Health Organization Regional Committee Meeting of the 

Western Pacific Regional Office, ‘Safe and Affordable Surgery’ will once again be 

taken up as a side event. This presents an opportunity to raise the awareness on the 

issues surrounding the delivery of quality safe surgery, including anesthesia, in the 

region. 

 

II. Side event 

a. Objectives 

i. To identify challenges in improving access to safe and affordable surgery 

in the region and develop a shared vision for the future 

ii. To share country experiences and innovative practices in providing safe 

and affordable surgery 



iii. To explore mechanisms to support countries in developing safe and 

affordable surgery programmes based on the needs and contexts of 

countries 

b. Panelists 

i. Dr. Ifereimi Waqainabete, Minister of Health and Medical Services, Fiji 

ii. Datuk Dr. Noor Hisham Abdullah, Director General of Health, MOH 

Malaysia 

iii. Dr. Myrna C. Cabotaje, Undersecretary, Public Health Services Team, 

DOH, Philippines 

iv. Dr. Siale Akauola, Chief Executive Officer for Health, MOH, Tonga 

v. Dr. Elizabeth McLeod, Fellow, Royal Australasian College of Surgeons 

 

III. Outcome  

 

The side event opened with remarks from the WHO Director of Programme 

Management on the importance of surgery as a component of Universal Health Coverage. 

The regional context of a lack of access to surgical care in the Western Pacific was then 

discussed, citing cardiac surgery (17%) and orthopedic surgery (16%) as the leading cause of 

overseas medical referrals in the Pacific. Datuk Dr. Noor Hisham Abdullah, Director General 

of Health, MOH Malaysia presented on the state of surgical care in Malaysia, stating that of 

110,000 procedures done in 2016, 60% were performed by specialists while 40% were 

performed by medical officers, which included simple, essential surgical procedures such as 

hernias, appendectomies, incision and drainage, circumcision, and excision of benign tumors. 

He likewise proposed a global action framework towards ‘Universal access to safe, 

affordable surgical, obstetric, and anesthesia care’ that includes a dynamic interplay amongst 

Member States (MS), Non-state Actors (NSA), and private industry partners towards 

addressing issues related to financing, funding, policy, research, and advocacy. A panel of 

global surgical experts in the region started off with Dr. Siale Akauola, Chief Executive 

Officer for Health, MOH, Tonga providing context in their country of meeting the minimum 

recommended surgical indicators proposed by the Lancet Commission on Global Surgery. He 

cited continued investment and engagement by their Ministry as key factors to their success. 

Dr. Ifereimi Waqainabete, Minister of Health and Medical Services, Fiji reiterated the need 

for action around solutions for providing quality surgical care. Dr. Myrna C. Cabotaje, 

Undersecretary, Public Health Services Team, DOH, Philippines spoke about various 

projects to improve surgical care, including taskshifting. Finally, Dr. Elizabeth McLeod, 

Fellow of the Royal Australasian College of Surgeons spoke of their approach to assisting 

with surgical training in the region, which is to work with the local surgeons upon their 

invitation and encouraging them to lead the process.  

 

The side event met with great engagement and response from the participants of the meeting 

as well as from the Regional Director of the Western Pacific Regional Office, who later 

announced the formal inclusion of Surgery as an agenda item in the 71
st
 meeting of the WHO 

WPRO. One of the proposed goals of the meeting will be to discuss an action framework for 

the region. This decision represents an important milestone for the global surgery community 

as countries are now taking up the mantle of improving surgical access within their 

respective countries and regions. The goal of the action framework will be to come up with 



country-led solutions from ‘the ground up.’ The International Federation of Surgical Colleges 

(IFSC) welcomes this progress and fully supports this endeavor in the region.   

 

 

 

Fig. 1 Countries in the WHO Western Pacific Region 

 
This map is an approximation of actual country borders. WPRO countries: Australia, Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, 

China, Cook Islands, Fiji, Japan, Kiribati, Lao People's Democratic Republic, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, 

Micronesia (Federated States of), Mongolia, Nauru, New Zealand, Niue, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Philippines, 

Republic of Korea, Samoa, Singapore, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu, Viet Nam 
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Discussing strategies for improving the safety of surgical services in the Western Pacific region 

with Regional Director Dr. Takeshi Kasai 

 
Left to right: IFSC UN rep Dr. Jaymie Henry, Director General of Health, Malaysia Dr. Noor Hisham Abdullah, 

Regional Director of the WHO Western Pacific Region Dr. Takeshi Kasai, Harvard PGSSC rep Dr. Lina Roa  



 
Side event on Safe and Affordable Surgery at the 70

th
 Western Pacific Regional Office, Manila, 

Philippines 

 



 
Malaysia providing an overview of its surgical program and vision for an action framework for 

the region. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 
Side event panel on the state of surgical care in the region 
 



 
Dr. Ifereimi Waqainabete, Minister of Health and Medical Services, Fiji and WPRO Director 

General Takeshi Kasai. 

 

 

 


