
Statement to the 72 WHO Regional Committee for Western Pacific
Agenda item 9. Panel discussion on primary health care

Public Services International (PSI) is a global union federation of more than 700 trade unions 
representing 30 million workers in 154 countries, including in the health and social services sectors.
We bring the voices of healthcare and social services workers to the WHO.

We welcome the recognition that robust primary healthcare systems should be expanded in the 
region. Free, public, primary health services deliver significantly greater health outcomes for less 
cost than the expansion of insurance schemes dependent on private services. Market driven health 
services derive profits from ill health and serve to reduce investments in primary and preventative 
health.

The pandemic has highlighted the critical value of the primary health workforce, who have been at 
the frontlines delivering pandemic health information, contract tracing, isolation support and 
vaccine delivery. 

We are concerned that the background document to this discussion fails to acknowledge the need to 
improve the working conditions of health workers in primary health systems. Decent work, with 
formal employment contracts, adequate wages and social security benefits are essential to retain a 
skilled workforce. In some countries in the region, community-based health workers, such as the 
Barangay Health Workers in the Philippines, have not been recognised as health workers entitled to 
wages or social security. 

The pandemic illustrated the importance of ensuring all workers, including migrant, undocumented 
and informal workers, receive healthcare and social security. 

We welcome the focus on “appropriate enabling environments” for the expansion of digital health 
tools. In order to protect public health, this infrastructure needs to be a public good, owned and 
managed by the government. Adequate regulation of the collection and use of health data needs to 
be ensured through national data governance. The internationally acclaimed ‘CoronaSafe Network’,
an open-source pandemic management software solution used in Kerala, India, recognised by the 
United Nations as a Global Digital Public Good, is an important best practice to consider for the 
Western Pacific region.

PSI key recommendations for this agenda item include:

- The WHO should support member states to develop strategies to retain and increase their 
primary health workforce by, inter alia, working with unions to improve wages, conditions 
and job security of primary health workers;

- The WHO should develop a body of work on digital health tools that prioritises public 
health data governance and the promotion of health data as a public good;

- Member states should incorporate expanded primary health spending as a key element in 
Covid Recovery Plans;

- International Financial Institutions should cease promoting privatised health systems and the
IMF must cease imposing artificial spending constraints through the imposition of  limits on
public sector wage bills which are undermining primary health systems.1 

Thank you.

1 See Action Aid (2021), “The Public vs Austerity: Why public sector wages constraints must end” 
https://actionaid.org/sites/default/files/publications/The%20Public%20Versus%20Austerity_Executive%20Summary
%20%28English%29.pdf


