Protecting the Right to Health through action on the Social Determinants of Health
A Declaration by Public Interest Civil Society Organisations and Social Movements
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (18th October 2011)
URGENTLY REQUIRED ACTIONS BY MEMBER STATES AND WHO ON THE KEY AREAS
1.

Implement equity-based social protection systems and maintain and develop effective publicly provided and
publicly financed health systems that address the social, economic, environmental and behavioural determinants of
health with a particular focus on reducing health inequities.

2.

Use progressive taxation, wealth taxes and the elimination of tax evasion to finance action on the social
determinants of health.

3.

Recognise explicitly the clout of finance capital, its dominance of the global economy, and the origins and
consequences of its periodic collapses.

4.

Implement appropriate international tax mechanisms to control global speculation and eliminate tax havens.

5.

Use health impact assessments to document the ways in which unregulated and unaccountable transnational
corporations and financial institutions constitute barriers to Health for All.

6.

Recognise explicitly the ways in which the current structures of global trade regulation shape health inequalities
and deny the right to health.

7.

Reconceptualise aid for health from high income countries as an international obligation and reparation
legitimately owed to developing countries under basic human rights principles.

8.

Enhance democratic and transparent decision-making and accountability at all levels of governance.

9.

Develop and adopt a code of conduct in relation to the management of institutional conflicts of interest in global
health decision making.

10. Establish, promote and resource participatory and action oriented monitoring systems that provide disaggregated
data on a range of social stratifiers as they relate to health outcomes.

1. We, members of public interest civil society organisations and social movements, participants in the World Conference
on the Social Determinants of Health (WCSDH) note that this Conference is taking place at a time when:
 sustainable development is in crisis with neoliberalism, consumerism individualism over-riding the values of
community and international solidarity;
 conflict and violence which erupt and burn in households, communities, cities and regions and blight millions of lives
have complex roots in culture and governance, including the prevailing global economic regime which sanctions
unbridled competition, gross inequality and obscene greed;
 the crises of development, finance, food and global warming deny for hundreds of millions of people the right to
decent employment, social protection, food security, housing; in fact all the social determinants of health;
 violence, poverty and climate change contribute to large scale migrations, to cities and across national borders; in
many cases migrants are discriminate against and denied their human rights;
 inequalities in income and wealth, within and between countries, are growing rapidly; and
 as a consequence there is a rising popular demand for governments to fulfill their obligations to act to guarantee
social rights and state protection.
2. The participants in this Conference, the WHO Secretariat, member state delegations and participants have an historic
obligation to address the causes of the multiple crises and to ensure that the conclusions and recommendations of this
Conference do engage with the basic dynamics through which population health globally is determined. Behind the
immediate determinants of health (education, housing, decent jobs, food security, social protection and universal health
care) lie the deeper structural determinants including unequal power relations and unequal access to resources and
decision making. Widening inequalities and institutionalized discrimination across axes of class, race, gender, ethnicity,
caste, indigeneity, age and ability contribute to the impossibility of good health. Action on these structural determinants
of health is essential to overcome the economic, environmental, development and food crises.
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3.1. We highlight the evidence assembled by the Commission on Social Determinants of Health (CSDH) in its report
‘Closing the gap in a generation: Health equity through action on the social determinants of health’ and its conclusion
that “unequal distribution of health-damaging experiences is […] the result of a toxic combination of poor social policies
and programmes, unfair economic arrangements, and bad politics”.
3.2. We recall that the WHO Constitution affirms the highest attainable standard of health as a fundamental and
universal human right.
3.3. We note that General Comment 14 of the International Covenant on Social, Cultural and Economic Rights explicitly
affirms key health determinants within the right to health, including “food and nutrition, housing, access to safe and
potable water and adequate sanitation, safe and health working conditions, and a healthy environment”.
3.4. We reiterate the call for comprehensive primary health care, as laid out in the Alma Ata Declaration, in order to
create accessible and equitable health care which can advocate in other sectors of social practice (housing, environment,
industry, etc) for action on the social determinants of health.
4. There are alternative models of health and development; for millenium Indigenous people have lived in harmony with
the land and developed sustainable models of living and healing. In the past few hundred years there have been
numerous examples of alternative social and economic models which have resulted in good health and health equity.
5. We call upon the World Health Organisation, both the Secretariat and Member States, to take decisive measures to
address the deep and persistent inequities in power and opportunities which prevent a majority of the world’s
population from enjoying their right to health.
We call upon the WHO, including the Secretariat and the Member States, to drive the implementation of the
recommendations of the CSDH through a concrete programme of action with appropriate budget allocation.
6. Five key action areas
Interventions to address the social determinants of health reflect national and local needs and contexts and take into
account different social, cultural and economic realities. Five key action areas are critical:
 Promote intersectoral action and health policy coherence at all levels to create the conditions for better health;
 Ensure popular participation in policy-making;
 Reorient the health sector towards primary health care, including intersectoral action and community mobilisation
around the social determinants of health;
 Democratising global health governance, including the governance of the economic and political conditions which
shape population health; and
 Monitoring progress and holding governments and international agencies accountable for action on the social
determinants of health.
7. Promote intersectoral action at all levels to create the conditions for better health
7.1. Existing knowledge is now available to support decisive action through inter-sectoral public policies to address the
social determinants of health and promote health equity.
7.2. We call upon the WHO, the Secretariat and the member states, to:
 Ensure the full implementation of World Health Assembly resolution WHA62.14, and show clear evidence of how the
work programmes of WHO are implementing the recommendations of the final report of the Commission on Social
Determinants of Health;
 Promote intersectoral action in public policy making at all levels, drawing upon available knowledge and precedents,
to address inequities and social determinants of health; including:
- Implement social protection systems and universal and comprehensive access to health and social services that
are explicitly designed to promote equity and affirmative action on behalf of vulnerable sections of the
population;
- Use of progressive taxation, wealth taxes and the elimination tax evasion to finance action on the social
determinants of health;
- Ensure gender equity and the promotion and protection of early childhood development in all policies;
- Enact policies that progressively ensure full employment of the working-aged population, healthy working
environments and secure conditions of employment;
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- Regulate and protect populations from health hazards emanating from commercial activities, such as those
created by the tobacco, alcohol, breast-milk substitutes, high fat and sugar processed food, and the petroleum
and extractive industries.
8. Ensure popular participation in policy-making
8.1. Effective action on the social and structural determinants of health calls for governance structures that give full
consideration to health improvement and health equity; the capture of decision making by vested interest is a barrier to
such action.
8.2. Opening up decision processes to wider scrutiny and participation is necessary to protect the integrity of decision
making.
8.3. We call upon the WHO, the Secretariat and the Member States to:
 Enhance democratic and transparent decision-making and accountability at all levels of governance, including through
enhancing access to information, access to justice and popular participation
 Promote a more equitable distribution of resources and opportunities by enabling and supporting disadvantaged and
marginalised groups such as indigenous peoples and displaced communities to participate in policy making and
implementation.
 Develop and adopt a code of conduct in relation to the management of institutional conflicts of interest in global
health decision making; this should set out a clear framework for interacting with companies and other organisations
with commercial interests in the objects of policy development and program management;
 Recognize and enable the contributions and capacities of community organisations and public interest civil society
organisations to advocate for action on the social and structural determinants of health.
9. Reorient the health sector towards comprehensive primary health care, including intersectoral action and community
mobilisation around the social determinants of health
9.1. Universal access to quality health care is a powerful social determinant of health. Comprehensive primary health
care can ensure equity, efficiency and quality health care including first contact and continuing care and access to more
specialized services.
9.2. The primary health care model also provides for engagement between providers and communities regarding the
social determinants of health and support for intersectoral collaboration (food, housing, jobs, etc) and community
mobilization for behavioural and policy change for better health.
9.3. Private financing and private sector provision are unable to provide universal access to integrated comprehensive
primary health care. Robust research studies demonstrate that they can aggravate inequalities in health care and health
outcomes. They present barriers to the recognition of and action upon the social determinants of health.
9.4. We call upon WHO, the Secretariat and the Member States, to:
 Maintain and develop effective publicly provided and publicly financed health systems that address the social,
economic, environmental and behavioural determinants of health with a particular focus on reducing health
inequities;
 Provide equitable universal health care coverage including high quality promotive, preventive, curative and
rehabilitative health services throughout the life cycle, based on comprehensive primary health care;
 Support community engagement in monitoring and planning; democratise public health systems;
 Build, strengthen and maintain public health capacity including reform of health professional education to incorporate
a strong emphasis on the social determinants of health and health care of the majority;
 Regulate the private medical sector to mitigate the negative impact of business interests on health and enhance the
capacity of the public health system;
 Press for high income countries to adequately compensate poor countries for their substantial losses in the form of
migrant health professionals; while ‘Codes of Practice’ are important, they are weak; Innovative mechanisms that may
include repatriation to sending countries of taxes paid by immigrant health professionals should be explored.
10. Democratising global health governance, including the governance of the economic and political conditions which
shape population health
10.1. The scope for nation states to effectively regulate for health has been progressively reduced over the last 30 years
through:
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 the growing power of transnational corporations which are largely unaccountable except to their shareholders and
the stock markets;
 the rapid extension of trade and investment agreements which reduce the scope for democratic decision making,
replacing it with obligations and sanctions which are overwhelmingly structured around the interests of powerful
countries and large corporations; a key concern is the use of ‘free trade’ agreements to deny countries the right to use
the flexibilities of TRIPS;
 the role of the IMF and the World Bank as agents for promoting the interests of transnational capital and the rich
capitalist states;
 the emergence of unaccountable private donors as significant sources of global health funding and public private
partnerships as tools for the disbursement of bilateral, multilateral and private donations; these initiatives have
fragmented health systems and undermined countries’ health policies.
10.2. The scope for small nation states to effectively regulate for health is constrained also by the bullying of great
powers on behalf of ‘their’ transnational corporations. Some countries have been subject to trade sanctions over several
decades because of their commitment to ensuring affordable access to medicines. In other circumstances bilateral aid is
used to promote the interests of the donor nations and their companies. The creeping influence of Big Pharma is
evidenced by the expanded definition of ‘counterfeit’ medicines.
10.3. Radical reform of the structures of globalisation is necessary if national governments are to act to ensure universal
quality health care and action on the social determinants of health.
10.4. Incremental reforms are within reach. These include:
 continuing implementation of WHA Resolution 59.26 on Trade and Health;
 WHO Reform including moving towards full budget funding so that resources are available for implementing
governing body resolutions rather than donors selectively funding their own preferred programmes;
 documentation through health impact assessments of the ways in which unregulated and unaccountable
transnational corporations and financial institutions constitute barriers to Health for All;
 democratisation of the IMF and the World Bank;
 implementing appropriate international tax mechanisms to control global speculation and eliminate tax havens.
10.5. We call upon WHO, both the Secretariat and Member States, to:
 Recognise explicitly the ways in which the current structures of global trade regulation shape health inequalities and
deny the right to health;
 Recognise explicitly the clout of finance capital, its dominance of the global economy, and the origins and
consequences of its periodic collapses;
 Recognise explicitly the mechanisms through which the present intellectual property regime promotes the interests of
knowledge-intensive TNCs and the countries which benefit from their exports; we call for action to facilitate the
transfer of expertise, technologies and scientific data to low and middle income countries;
 Support global social protection, the development of strong welfare states and the work of the United Nations and ILO
in this field;
 Implement fully the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC) and develop other global treaties that promote
good health and address the social determinants of health, such as in the areas of access to essential medicines and
regulation of the baby food, alcohol and food industry;
 Advocate across the UN system for recognition of the social determination of health including for example in climate
change mitigation, trade regulation, migration laws, industrial policy, etc;
 Reconceptualise aid for health from high income countries as an international obligation under basic human rights
principles rather than an input to productivity, an investment in security or an act of charity.
11. Monitoring progress and holding governments and international agencies accountable for action on the social
determinants of health
11.1. Effective action on the social determinants of health requires that needs are documented, causes are
demonstrated and actions are evaluated. While there is a strong evidence base for action now on the social
determinants of health continuing research will be needed to continue to trace the causes of the causes including the
underlying structural determinants as well as the conditions of daily living.
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11.2. We call upon WHO, both the Secretariat and the member states, to:
 Establish, promote and resource monitoring systems that are participatory and action oriented; provide disaggregated
data on a range of social stratifiers as they relate to health outcomes; and which are publicly accessible;
 Collaborate with other UN agencies to strengthen the monitoring of progress in the field of social determinants of
health;
 Develop and implement reliable measures of societal wellbeing that go beyond economic measures;
 Promote research on the relationships between social determinants and health outcomes in order to identify
pathways through which basic causes produce health inequalities that violate the right to health, as well as to identify
where and how to intervene and then fund research on evaluation of the interventions;
 Systematically share relevant evidence and trends among different sectors to inform policy and action;
 Measure the impacts of policies on health and institutionalize such measurement processes into policy-making and
accountability mechanisms;
 Set up accountability mechanisms that incorporate the use of indicators of inequalities in health outcomes and their
social determinants and which ensure the participation of civil society and social movements.
12. Call for global action
12.1. We reaffirm the importance of action on the social determinants of ill health and health inequity to nurture
inclusive, equitable and healthy societies, and to overcome national and global challenges to development. We are
committed to playing our part in the achievement of the objectives and action points listed above.
12.2. We call upon WHO, member states, international organisations, social organisations and movements to work
comprehensively on the social determination of health and the right to health.
12.3 We reiterate the call of the Declaration of Alma-Ata for a new international economic order.

This Alternative Declaration is endorsed, till th emoment, by 22 civil society public interest networks and more
than a hunndred of indivuals. More singaures and being received evey minute.
Endorse the declaration or share your comments on globalsecretariat@phmovement.org
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