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Globalization offers great opportunities, 
but its benefits are at present very unevenly 
shared. Inequity in health at the popula-
tion level is affected by global changes 
in marketing and trade, rapid urbaniza-
tion and population ageing. The social, 
economic and physical environments in 
low- and middle-income countries often 
afford their populations much lower levels 
of protection from the risks and conse-
quences of noncommunicable diseases 
(NCDs).1 Such factors contribute to the 12 
million premature deaths and estimated 
economic losses of US$ 500 billion from 
NCDs that occur in these countries every 
year. However, lives and resources can be 
saved by investing in better prevention, 
control and treatment measures.2

In 2011, the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) was assigned a leadership 
and coordination role in supporting 
national efforts to address noncommuni-
cable diseases by the Political Declaration 
of the high-level meeting of the General 
Assembly on the prevention and control of 
non-communicable diseases.3 Three years 
later, there is a global road map in place 
based on nine concrete global targets 
for 2025, organized around the WHO 
Global action plan for the prevention and 
control of NCDs 2013–2020. The global 
action plan, when implemented collec-
tively by Member States, international 
partners and WHO, will help to attain a 
global target of a 25% reduction in pre-
mature deaths from NCDs by 2025.4 The 
United Nations Interagency Task Force 
on NCDs, which the United Nations 
Secretary-General established in July 
2013 and placed under the leadership of 
WHO, has started to provide support to 
national efforts to build solutions to ad-
dress NCDs. The WHO Global Coordi-
nation Mechanism on NCDs, established 
in May 2014, will facilitate contributions 
from non-State actors.

Progress within countries mat-
ters most. Some striking achievements 
emerge from a survey conducted by 
WHO in 2013. Of the 172 countries 
reporting data, 95% have a unit or 
department in the Ministry of Health 
responsible for NCDs. Half now have an 

integrated operational plan with a dedi-
cated budget. The number of countries 
conducting recent surveys of risk factors 
jumped from 30% in 2011 to 63% in 2013. 
In other words, more countries are get-
ting the basics in place.

However, in July 2014 at the United 
Nations General Assembly ministers 
from across the world found that overall 
progress is insufficient and highly un-
even. The United Nations review saw no 
lack of commitment, but witnessed a lack 
of capacity to act, especially in low- and 
middle-income countries, due to a lack of 
access to expertise which is only available 
through international cooperation. To 
move forward, the outcome document 
adopted by the United Nations review 
presents a highly focused agenda for 
strengthening international cooperation.

The outcome document also con-
tains next priorities in clear steps that will 
guide action until 2018, when the United 
Nations General Assembly will convene a 
third high-level meeting on NCDs. These 
include five commitments from Member 
States;5 setting national NCD targets for 
2025, developing national multisectoral 
plans and implementing the WHO Global 
action plan for the prevention and control 
of NCDs 2013–2020 to reduce risk factors 
and strengthen health systems.

WHO has three major assignments; 
the first is to prepare a framework for 
country action aimed at supporting na-
tional efforts to improve health through 
action across sectors on risk factors for 
NCDs. The second is to develop an ap-
proach to register and publish contribu-
tions of non-State actors to the achieve-
ment of the nine global targets and the 
third is to submit a progress report to the 
United Nations General Assembly. The 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development has been tasked with 
developing a code to track official devel-
opment assistance for NCDs.

In July 2014, ministers in New York 
also agreed to give due consideration 
to addressing NCDs in the elabora-
tion of the post-2015 development 
agenda, taking into account that NCDs 
constitute one of the major challenges 

for development in the twenty first 
century.6 A proposed target to reduce 
premature mortality from NCDs by 
one third by 2030 will be considered 
by Member States in September 2014 
at the United Nations General Assem-
bly. This milestone will provide critical 
guidance to the September 2015 United 
Nations Summit, which will adopt the 
post-2015 agenda. The discussions in 
July 2014 provided a timely opportunity 
for rallying political support for bolder 
measures in the post-2015 era.

To build a future in which globaliza-
tion becomes a positive force for all the 
world’s peoples, political commitment is 
needed. Only with such commitment can 
WHO orchestrate the broad collabora-
tion required to make progress. ■
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