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The focus of this year’s World Health Day is high blood pressure1 also known
as hypertension.

High blood pressure is the single most important risk factor for mortality,
accounting for 1 in every 10 deaths in the South-East Asia Region. High blood
pressure increases the risk of heart attack, stroke, loss of vision and kidney
disease. Each year, hypertension kills nearly 1.5 million people in our Region.

High blood pressure and related noncommunicable diseases have become
rampant. Globalization and unplanned urbanization are driving unhealthy
lifestyle patterns in the population, such as increased consumption of processed
foods containing excessive salt, low levels of physical activity, and use of
tobacco and alcohol. In addition, increasing levels of mental stress contribute to
the adoption of unhealthy behaviours thus putting people at a higher risk of
acquiring hypertension and related noncommunicable diseases.
High blood pressure can affect anyone regardless of age, race, ethnicity,
gender or income level. Today, one in three adults in WHO’s South-East Asia
Region has hypertension. As the population of our Region ages, more and
more people are likely to be affected.

The good news is that high blood pressure is both preventable and treatable.
A holistic approach based on health promotion and primary prevention is
required to address risk behaviours that cause hypertension and related
noncommunicable diseases. There is a need to promote healthy lifestyle
behaviour among populations. This includes increased physical activity to
maintain a healthy weight; avoiding tobacco use and limiting alcohol intake;
and consumption of a healthy diet that is rich in fruits and vegetables, and low
in saturated fats and salt. Promoting healthy behaviours will reduce mortality
not only due to hypertension-related cardiovascular diseases but also due to
other noncommunicable diseases such as diabetes, cancer and chronic
respiratory diseases. Therefore, it should be our priority to educate and
motivate people of all ages and in all walks of life to be proactive in preventing
the onset of hypertension, by making health-promoting behaviours a part of
their everyday lives.
Prevention and management of hypertension and related noncommunicable
diseases is not the responsibility of the health sector alone but requires
integrated, multisectoral, multidisciplinary and culturally relevant approaches.
As most of the major determinants of the disease burden lie outside the health

1 Systolic blood pressure ≥140 mmHg and/or diastolic blood pressure ≥90 mmHg.
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sector, we need to ensure that the strategy for prevention and control of
hypertension and related noncommunicable diseases cuts across all sectors and
involves collaboration with many stakeholders. Education and labour, food and
nutrition, transport and communications, urban development, sports and youth
affairs sectors, all need to come together to design interventions to raise
awareness and encourage people to make healthy lifestyle choices. National
governments of Member States in the South-East Asia Region need to institute
programmes in schools and workplaces towards healthy eating and effective
physical fitness. The governments also need to work with the food industry to
put regulations in place for decreasing the amount of salt/sodium added to
processed foods and increasing the availability of healthier food options.

High blood pressure is a “silent killer” with no signs or symptoms. Many people,
therefore, do not realize that they have hypertension. Thus, alongside
promoting healthy behaviours for prevention of hypertension, it is also
important to educate the population about regular check-ups of blood pressure
levels as a means of timely diagnosis of hypertension. Timely diagnosis and
treatment can avoid complications such as stroke, heart attacks, kidney and eye
damage. It is possible to diagnose and treat hypertension at the primary health
care level using simple equipment and standard treatment guidelines. Health
systems need to be strengthened to make these services available, affordable
and accessible. Improved access and affordability should particularly focus on
groups for whom the reach of health programmes is low. In addition to
improved access to treatment, counselling should be offered to promote
adherence to prescribed medicines and adoption of healthy lifestyles.

In September 2011, at the historic meeting of the United Nations General
Assembly on noncommunicable diseases, Member States made commitments to
take concerted and comprehensive actions for prevention and control of
noncommunicable diseases. These commitments must now be translated into
concrete actions through adoption of effective public policies. Adequate
resources should be dedicated to promote healthy lifestyles, empower
communities and strengthen primary health systems to thwart the growing
burden of these diseases.

On World Health Day 2013, I urge all Member States and partner agencies to
take tangible and sustained actions to combat high blood pressure through
national and local public health agencies and other organizations within and
beyond the health sector. Preventing and controlling hypertension means
reducing disease, disability and death by protecting the people of the South-East
Asia Region from the risk of heart disease, stroke and related noncommunicable
diseases, and thereby, further increasing their health and well-being.
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