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OPENING REMARKS FOR THE NICARAGUA–RUSSIA INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS

DOCTORA CARISSA F. ETIENNE 

OCTOBER 21, 2016

Muy buenos días :

1. Compañero Luis Molina, Viceministro de Relaciones Exteriores de Nicaragua

2. Señor Andrey Budaev, Embajador Extraordinario de la Federación de Rusia en Nicaragua 

3. Compañero Laureano Ortega, Asesor Presidencial para las Inversiones

4. Doctor Roberto López, Presidente Ejecutivo del Instituto Nicaragüense de Seguridad Social 

5. Master Ramona Rodríguez, Rectora de la UNAN-Managua.

6. Master Octavio Guevara, Rector de la UNAN-León 

7. Doctor Igor Narkevich, Rector de la Academia Estatal Químico Farmacéutica de San Petersburgo 

8. Señor Víctor Trukhin, Director del Instituto de Sueros y Vacunas de San Petersburgo 

9. Distinguidos participantes 

10. Colegas de la OPS

11. Amigos y Amigas

[Permítame continuar en inglés] 

First of all, I want to thank the Government of Nicaragua for the warm welcome on the occasion of my visit to this beautiful country, and also for the invitation to participate in this International Congress on “Universal access to health with quality medicines and vaccines”. This Congress, organized within the framework of the partnership between Nicaragua and Russia, bears witness to the progress that Nicaragua is making, and its contribution to ensuring that the Region of the Americas will be the first to realize the dream of universal health. 
Universal health remains distant for some countries, but not so for Nicaragua, which has demonstrated what can be achieved with firm political commitment and the determination of the people. I am moved by your commitment and the work you do to bring together national and international efforts, health workers, community networks, academia and other sectors of the country with the objective of improving the health and wellbeing of all. Indeed, Madam Minister, this is how the Nicaraguan people are reclaiming their right to health and moving towards the dream of achieving universal health. 

Late last year, all the countries in the world came together to agree a new sustainable development agenda framework: a new agenda -  one based on rights, universality, equity, and sustainability; an agenda that meets the needs of this generation without compromising the capacity of future generations; an agenda focused on human potential and dignity in harmony with the environment, where health and its determinants are key pillars for the development and well-being of our people. 

As Director of the oldest international public health organization in the world, I am enormously pleased and proud of the consensus that exists within the Region of the Americas around universal access to health and universal health coverage - a goal that is central to the achievement of the SDGs. We have witnessed considerable advances in health and well-being in this Region in the past 25 years: disease eradication and elimination; the reduction of inequalities and poverty that perpetuate suffering and stifle human dignity; and the progressive realization of our human potential. 

This year in fact we are celebrating the fact that we are the first region in the world to have eliminated measles, rubella, and congenital rubella syndrome. Here I would like to acknowledge the achievements and recognize the contribution that Nicaragua has made as one of the Member States of the Pan American Health Organization.
In our Region there is solid ground on which to build social and economic platforms that will support the achievement of universal health. In recent decades, we have made constant progress in identifying and addressing the social determinants of health. Many of our countries have seen an increase in income levels and a drop in poverty rates. Human development indicators are improving in our Member States. Our Region has reduced infant mortality, maternal mortality, and mortality from HIV infection, and we have been making headway as we tackle tuberculosis and malaria, which are on the decline. 
We are proud of these achievements but we cannot and will not stop here. Despite recent economic progress, more than 150 million people continue to live in poverty in our Region - at least half of them in extreme poverty. These people need our collective assistance, as do vulnerable and marginalized groups whose voices have been silenced and ignored for too long. 

Today, more than ever, we have a great opportunity and we must ensure that all our people have access to health care that addresses the needs of all people, to respond to the enormous and ever-worsening epidemic of non-communicable diseases such as heart disease, stroke, diabetes, and cancer, which together accounts for nearly 75% of health spending in this Region. 

Our people need access to comprehensive and quality health care: not just for some, but for all. We can and we must create systems that provide such access. The answer is universal health. Policies oriented towards universal health will support progress already made and will extend health care models that focus not only on treatment, but also on prevention, palliative care, rehabilitation, and health promotion. These models are built on the cornerstone of primary health care, where services are available at the local and community level, integrated within a comprehensive health care network. 

In this regard, Madam Minister, I congratulate your government for its Family and Community Health model, which incorporates these approaches and values. 

Universal health means social justice and the right to the highest attainable standard in health. There is no-one-size-fits-all: countries have to choose for themselves the right combination of practices and policies to build health systems that respond to needs, address the social and environmental determinants of health, and ensure access to essential health technologies, including medicines and vaccines. 

Universal health means ensuring that we have well-trained health care professionals who are highly motivated and adequately distributed throughout the health system. It means the establishment of integrated health care networks that minimized fragmentation and segmentation so often seen in our health systems in Latin America. It means good governance: transparent, responsible, and inclusive. It means working with the people to ensure their active participation in health. And it means more and better health financing, eliminating those regressive payments at the point of service that can so often lead to the impoverishment of people, and their families. 

Universal health will not be achieved overnight; we are very clear about this, Madam Minister, I know that you have all worked hard here and that you are continuing to make progress. It may be a long and winding road to our destination but we have signs that clearly point the way: quality, availability, access, services free of charge at the point of care, equity, solidarity, universality, dignity, and human rights. These are some of the signs that that guide us as we work towards health, signs that allow us to establish the necessary oversight mechanisms that will allow us to measure our progress. 

Friends, since its founding, the Pan American Health Organization has promoted the values of Pan-Americanism and solidarity among our peoples, as well as development cooperation among countries. I have full confidence that, with the involvement of all, we will achieve universal health throughout our Region. 

I want to conclude by once again congratulating the Government of Nicaragua and all the men and women of this country who contribute every day to achievements in health, and for their continued commitment to carrying the torch of social justice and the right to health. As an Organization, our responsibility will always be to accompany you on this path that you have chosen so well. 

Thank you very much.
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