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Global health and Japan’s foreign policy
In 2008, Japan will host two major conferences, the 
Fourth Tokyo International Conference on African 
Development (TICAD IV) and the G8 Hokkaido Toyako 
Summit. At this important diplomatic juncture, Japan 
will take up and call for a stronger engagement of the 
international community in global health.

In 2000, during the G8 Kyushu Okinawa Summit, 
Japan launched the Okinawa Infectious Diseases 
Initiative1 and appealed for international collaboration. 
This led to the establishment of the Global Fund to Fight 
AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria. The UN Millennium 
Summit, in 2000, laid the foundation for the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), including health goals to be 
achieved by 2015. Also in 2000, a historical statement 
announced the eradication of poliomyelitis in WHO’s 
Western Pacifi c region.2

Since then, international awareness about the need to 
tackle infectious diseases has increased. The Global Fund 
now saves 3000 lives each day; it has saved 1·5 million 
so far. And yet, 6 million people still die every year 
from AIDS, tuberculosis, or malaria. We still face serious 
challenges in maternal, newborn, and child health. In 
sub-Saharan Africa, 166 in 1000 children die before their 
fi fth birthday, which is 20 times higher than the number 
in developed countries. The risk of death related to 
pregnancy and childbirth is one in 16, which is 200 times 
higher for women in sub-Saharan Africa than for those 
in developed countries. At this rate, we are likely to miss 
the health-related MDGs.

One vital aspect of health is water and sanitation. In 
a developed country such as Japan, nearly everyone has 
access to safe drinking water. In sub-Saharan Africa, the 
pro portion is only 56%. For adequate sanitation facil ities, 
including toilets, nearly all the developed world has access, 
compared with only 37% in sub-Saharan Africa.

Next year we reach the midpoint for the achievement 
of the MDGs by 2015. At TICAD IV, Japan intends to take 
up the issue of health in Africa, and at the G8 Summit, 
the wider issue of global health. The objective will be 
to develop a common framework for action shared 
by the international community. Where should the 
international community go from here? Human security 
is a concept that is very relevant to cooperation in the 
21st century. That is to say, it is vitally important that we 
not only focus on the health of individuals and protect 

them, but also strive to empower individuals and 
communities through health-system strengthening.

To date, international eff orts in the health sector have 
largely centred on measures against infectious diseases. 
From now on, it is essential to promote a comprehensive 
approach to strike at the root of the problem, especially 
through the promotion of research and development 
and strengthening of health systems, including human-
resource development and retention. Disturbingly, sub-
Saharan Africa contains 11% of the world’s population 
and 25% of the disease-related burden, but the region has 
only 3% of the world’s health workers. The importance 
of human-resource development and retention on a 
considerable scale is self-evident. The disease-specifi c 
and comprehensive approaches complement each other. 
Striking a good balance between them will be at the core 
of the international framework that we aim to develop 
at Toyako.

The eff ectiveness of integrating two intersecting 
approaches has been empirically proven by Japan’s exper-
iences. Postwar Japan focused on the promotion of 
maternal and child health and tackled infectious diseases, 
such as tuberculosis. A holistic approach included the 
spread of vaccinations and regular health check-ups 
at health centres and schools, provision of nutritional 
education, and school lunches, which together led to 
overall improvements in the population’s health.

Masahiko Koumura

Ge
tt

y 
Im

ag
es

Published Online
November 26, 2007
DOI:10.1016/S0140-
6736(07)61726-7



Comment

2 www.thelancet.com   Published online November 26, 2007   DOI:10.1016/S0140-6736(07)61726-7

Japan has shared its experience with developing 
countries by, for example, dissemination of the Maternal 
and Child Health Handbook in Indonesia.3 It began when 
one Indonesian doctor came across this handbook 
during training organised by the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency. This empowerment tool for 
mothers has reached several other countries in Asia and 
the rest of the world, for example, in Palestine.

The development and retention of human resources 
is important for the running of health systems. Basic 
education and gender equality are essential, because 
they underpin health systems. The development of road 
networks is also relevant. We may have to transport 
patients, doctors, nurses, and medical supplies quickly. 
We also need means of communication that are readily 
available.

The proposed framework for action cannot be 
promoted by the Japanese government alone. Diverse 
stakeholders will have to collaborate. Developing coun-
tries, including those in Africa, must have ownership of 
the health agenda. The Hideyo Noguchi Africa Prize4 will 
be supporting various health eff orts in Africa, and will 
be presented for the fi rst time at the TICAD IV. Major 
developed countries, including the G8 and international 
organisations, need to show clear political will to support 

the eff orts of developing countries as their partners. New 
emerging donor countries, NGOs, the business sector, 
and private foundations also have roles to play. No less 
important, any proposed framework for action cannot 
be formulated by health experts alone. We need experts 
from various fi elds to be involved in this process.

The TICAD IV and G8 Summit next year will be excel-
lent opportunities for the international community 
to strengthen their collaboration and build a frame-
work based on a participatory approach suited to the 
21st century. Japan, as G8 chair and host to TICAD, will 
aim to achieve this.

Masahiko Koumura
Minister for Foreign Aff airs, Chiyoda-ku, Tokyo 100-8919, Japan 
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