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Report” on Seminar on Primary Health Carc for
Parliamentarians held on Thursday, 24 Fcbruary
1983 at the BMICH, Colombo, Sri Lanka.

Thursday, the 24 February 1983 was a unique occasion for Primary Health
Care in Sri Lanka when a Seminar was held on the subject of PHC for members
of parliament. Although there had been a previous seminar for parliamentarians
on Population where three MPs attended , this was a "first" in terms of
talking to a representative group of MPs about a particular subject in contrast
to the usual political topics. The meeting simulated a "mini" parliament

as parliamentarians spoke to fellow parliamentarians about Primary Health Care.

The meeting was organized by the Ministryv of Health in clos=e colluboration
with UNICEF under the auspicigs of the National ilealth Council which functions
under the Chairmanship of the Hon. Prime Minister. Sixty members of Parliament
including opposition MPs and the Leader of the Opposition attended (the total
number of MPs in Parliament is 152)}. Four of the panel speakers consisted
of senior Ministers of Government and two other Ministers were among the
participants. The high commitment towards the meeting was manifested py the
fact that the Prime Minister inaugurated the meeting and delivered the Keynote
Address and in addition three senior Ministers spent the whole morning zt the
meeting. Among the observers were Secretaries of Ministries and departrmental
Heads. In addition to UNICEF, there were representatives from WHN, UNDP, UNFPA
and FAO who attended as observers. The meeting was conducted in Sinhala, althougl
all participants were given the option to speak in Tamil or English, since

facilities for simultaneous tfanslations were available.

The meeting was inaugurated by the Hon. Prime Minister in the traditional
manner by the lighting of the oil lamp. His Keynote Address focussed very
sharply on health within the everall context of development, the importance of
the human resources aspect of development and the need to relook at health in its
fullest context of physical, mental and social well-being. He also outlined the
thinking behind the Alma Ata Declaration on PHC and the importance of all sectors
joining hands to achieve a common goal of Health for All. He particularly emphasi
village level activities and the need to closely link with people's involvement
in programmes, through the idéntification of their own problems. - He mentioned
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UNICEF inputs, particularly in the area of safe drinking water and also healt:

education activities through hcalth volunteers.

He was followed by the Deputy Minister of Health who is also the Minister
for Family Health. She outlined the role adopted by the Health Ministry and
their plans for re-orientation of the present health care system to bettcr
fit into a national PHC programme. The importance of preventive health care
was stressed and made a plea for ot her sectors to jouin hands with the leaith
Ministry in trying to meet the health needs of the nation. Problems with
resources was also mentioned. The important and significant role parliamcentarians
could play in formulating policies plans and programmes in keeping with PHC
ideals was elaborated. She commented on the unfortunate tendency to eyuate
health with doctors and dispensaried and outlined other non-health sector
aspects of PHC, in particular nutrifion, safe water and sanitation. She also
ment ioned priority areas in the health sectors within PHC which included Maternal

and Child Health Services, lmmunization, Family Planning and lealth Education.

The Minister of Agriculturai Research and Development began the panel
discussion by emphasizing the resources element in PHC, pointing towards the
importance of looking at morz low cost measures, and also self reliant ways

and means to solve health problems. He also spoke about agriculture and its

relevance to nutrition within the PHC approach.

The Minister of State folloyed with a most interesting presentation on
the enormous role which could be played by communications in PHC. He emphasized
the point that health is too precious to be left in the hands of doctors alome
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and also emphasized the importance of prevention rather than cure. He said that
investments in health, was an investment in human beings, which could never be

substituted for other types of capital inputs.

The Minister for Mshaweli, Lands and Land Development stressed on the
importance of the PHC programme as a key strategy through which health could be
achieved for all the people of this country rather than a privileged few, and
also, its socinl benefits, He spoke of the health programme in the Mahaweli
Development Area which was built on the foundation of settler communities.
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He defined the role which parliamemtarians could play in promoting PHC and
pointed that the objective of the %eeting was not to identify current problems
and deficiencies of the present heglth care system, but to develop a national
PHC programme in its broadest sense¢. He stressed the importance of getting
away from being a 'drug orientated society" and becoming dependent on

expensive medicines, all being pur¢hased from abroad.

The panelists were followed by a lively Jiscussion by MPs both within
the Government and outside. The major issues raised by the MPs included the

following:

1. There is a need to look more at the traditional and culturally
accepted methods of heaith care, particularly those related to
prevention of disecases, .jince these have an acceptance with the

rural masses of the country.

. 1t is important to inveive ayurvedic physicians in the PHC
programme, since they ars, probably in much closer contact with
people than the allopathic doctors numbering nearly 16,000 as opposed to

3,000 to 4,000 of the laitter.

3, Safe water and sanitation needed more priority. Special mention
was made of the UNICEF provided Water Rigs to the dry zone areas

of the country.

4. Health education was identified as vital and important area, in
particularly the programme of training and using health volunteers

at the village level was commended as a useful initiative.

5. Nutrition particularly of the young child was identified as being
a crucial area for immediiate action and support by government.

6. The importance of first examining the attitudes of people before
formulating plans was stressed, as it was felt that health behaviour

was 3 crucial element im promoting PHC.
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The report is incomplete, but contains interesting comments. Panelists stressed the importance of getting away frot
being a "drug oriented society” depending on expensive imported medicines; there was a need to look more at
traditional methods of health care, which culturally were more widely accepted, particularly preventive ones;
important to involve ayurvedic physicians who were much more numerous than allopathic practitioners.
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