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Health 

ADB improves health by supporting better governance and spending, 
more water and sanitation infrastructure, and regional collaboration to 
control communicable diseases such as HIV and influenza

Good health improves educational achievement and 
worker productivity. It is essential to development. 
But in Asia and the Pacific, ill health, including 
malnutrition, reduces productivity, learning capacity, 
and long-term income.

Improving economic governance 
and public expenditure
Financing of health care is a major—and growing—
policy challenge for many countries in Asia. Although 
Asia has been the fastest-growing and most dynamic 
region in the world for decades, many governments 
in Asia spend less than $10 per person per year on 
health care. High levels of out-of-pocket health care 
expenditures have pushed 78 million more Asians 
below the absolute poverty line.

Aging populations and noncommunicable 
diseases that are expensive to treat but often 
preventable—such as diabetes and cancers linked 
to tobacco—will impose heavy cost burdens on 
households and public health budgets alike, further 
squeezing fiscal space for governments. Asia’s 
health systems need to improve their effectiveness, 

“Good health is vital to development, productivity, social inclusion, and gender equity. ADB 
has a role in ensuring good health in the region, and we play that role best by focusing on 

our core business and complementing the work of our development partners.”
—Jacques Jeugmans, Practice Leader for Health

Challenge While good health is desirable in itself, it  also promotes productivity, learning capacity, and incomes. 
Government expenditure on health in Asia is low, and what little is spent is often poorly allocated and 
inequitable. Personal health expenditures are a major cause of impoverishment. Regional integration increases 
the mobility of people and the exchange of goods but may also facilitate the spread of infectious diseases.

Strategy ADB is committed to improving health in the region by focusing on our core areas of expertise— 
infrastructure, good governance and public expenditure management, and support of regional public 
goods—and by working with partners.

Response  We help improve health primarily by improving public expenditure management for cost-effective delivery 
of health programs and services to all population groups, and by building water supply and sanitation 
infrastructure. We also support regional cooperation to tackle communicable diseases and target 
assistance to countries experiencing internal and/or cross-border migration to reduce the risk of spreading 
communicable diseases.

efficiency, access, equity, and quality. Effective 
public–private partnerships are strategically 
important.

ADB is using its resources and skills to help 
developing member countries improve economic 
governance in service delivery. This is illustrated 
by ADB’s support to Punjab, Pakistan, to achieve 
the Millennium Development Goals for health; and 
to Mongolia, through the Social Sector Support 
Program, to protect access to health services during 
the global financial crisis.

Improving health outcomes through 
infrastructure
Under the long-term strategic framework for 2008–
2020 (Strategy 2020), ADB continues to support 
infrastructure development, including water supply 
and sanitation, which can significantly improve 
health outcomes, especially for the poor.

Assistance includes ensuring urban and rural 
development projects address health systematically, 
for example by including health indicators that 
measure the decrease in diarrhea that results from 

ADB’s Strategy 2020
meeting the needs of Asia 
and the Pacific

Strategic Direction 
•	 Inclusive Economic Growth
•	 Environmentally 

Sustainable Growth 
•	 Regional Integration

Drivers of Change 
•	 Private Sector
•	 Good Governance
•	 Gender Equity
•	 Knowledge Solutions 
•	 Partnerships

Read more at  
www.adb.org/Strategy2020/
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improving water supply, or from behavior change 
programs in water and sanitation projects. Transport 
projects carefully consider the risks of traffic 
accidents, and the risk of spreading communicable 
diseases, such as HIV and AIDS.

We work to avoid duplication and waste of 
health resources, and in some countries help clarify 
the public and private sectors’ roles in health for 
the benefit of patients. For example, assistance is 
provided to public and private health institutions to 
upgrade facilities and equipment and enable them 
to meet quality standards.

Regional integration leading to increased mobility 
of people brings many benefits. However, it also 
eases the spread of communicable diseases such 
as avian influenza (and other types of influenza), 
tuberculosis, cholera, dengue, and HIV/AIDS, 
which may impose a heavy social, financial and 
economic burden on individuals, households, and 
governments.

Partnering for regional public goods, and 
the fight against communicable diseases
In partnership with technical agencies, ADB 
supports regional pandemic preparedness, 
identification, monitoring, and ability to respond to 
the threat of emerging and re-emerging infectious 
diseases. Taking advantage of ADB’s capacity for 
interdisciplinary approaches (economics, finance, 
health, trade, and transport) and our ability to 
bring together countries and agencies from across 
the region, we facilitate and encourage regional 
collaboration to mitigate and control the spread of 
communicable diseases linked to increased regional 
mobility and climate change-related health threats.

Working with the World Health Organization 
(WHO), the Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations (FAO), and the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Secretariat, ADB 
facilitates regional cooperation for the prevention 
and control of communicable diseases. ADB 
fosters exchange of information and strengthens 
monitoring, contingency planning, and national 
and regional response capacity to emerging health 
problems.

ADB has provided funding for emergency 
assistance to member countries to fight severe acute 
respiratory syndrome (SARS) and avian influenza; 
improve pandemic preparedness; and develop 
regional capacity and coordinate collaboration to 
monitor, respond to, and control infectious disease 
outbreaks. ADB has advocated intersectoral support 
and coordination for more comprehensive and 
effective prevention and control of communicable 
diseases and pandemic preparedness. In 
particular, ADB has been an early advocate of better 
coordination and collaboration between animal and 
human health services in the region.

We also team with nongovernment organizations 
to develop community capacity to control avian 
influenza outbreaks, work with countries to help 
them reinforce their communicable disease 
control activities, and facilitate coordination and 
collaboration among neighboring countries at the 
central and provincial levels.

ADB provides emergency assistance and 
special bridging support to deal with crises from 
their inception until formal donor and government 
programs are able to resolve them.

Partnering in the fight against HIV/AIDS
ADB works closely with the Joint United Nations 
Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) and developing 
member countries to help control HIV/AIDS by 
devising strategies and programs tailored to the 
HIV/AIDS epidemics in the region. We established 
an HIV/AIDS Cooperation Fund to support HIV/AIDS 
prevention linked to road and infrastructure projects, 
in consultation with governments and development 
partners.

ADB finances socioeconomic impact studies, 
which help improve resource allocation for greater 
cost-effectiveness. ADB is working with UNAIDS  
to support interventions for migrants and ethnic 
communities, and to finance capacity building 
activities, such as training workshops for costing of 
national programs, or regional training centers for 
nongovernment organizations working with at-risk 
groups.
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Partnering to improve maternal, newborn, and child health

ADB is working with nine other major international development partners to help increase the level and quality of expenditure on 
maternal, newborn, and child health in Asia and the Pacific. The Investment Case for Maternal, Newborn, and Child Health  (www.adb.org/
documents/periodicals/gnn/newborn-child-health.pdf) shows that expenditure on mothers, infants, and children is an investment in the 
true sense, with real social and economic returns. It is also an investment in fairness, equity, and social inclusiveness. The investment case 
helps governments identify “best buys” for their public expenditure. The investment case shows where, why, when, how, and at what cost 
governments in this region can scale up essential investments for women, infants, and children, and in so doing help strengthen health 
systems more broadly. It shows how to make public expenditure more effective, more efficient, more equitable, and more socially inclusive.
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