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frica’s weakening health systems are in

A_Zflopardy. Given the number of recent

isease outbreaks like Ebola and List-
eriosis, there is a dire need for review and
action to strengthen our health systems and
ensure that public health threats are rapidly
identified and contained. This is an urgent
necessity that should be prioritised by all
African nations. After all, nothing is more
important than our health.

The 2014 African Regional Report of WHO
found that Africa confronts the world’s most
dramatic public health crisis. It is the second
most populated continent, which continues
to grow rapidly and is currently occupied
by 1.2 billion people. It is predicted to host
4 billion people by the end of the century,
which is more than one third of humanity.

Poor infrastructure combined with short-
age of medicines and equipment, should be
a thing of the past in modern-day Africa, yet
it continues to plague us. How do we address
this problem and help improve our existing
health system?

A lack of investment seems to be a major
concern and the time has now come for col-
lective action to contain these global health
hazards. This should not only be a priority
for Africa, but the entire world. If we hope
to avoid another outbreak like Ebola, we
need to invest in our health systems.

According to Volume 2 of the Official
Journal of the Sociéty to improve Diagnosis

Improving Africa’s health
systems to combat diseases

in Medicine (SIDM), in addition to Africa’s
medicine shortages and human resources,
many staff are often not well-trained. “The
majority of African health workers have
mid-level qualifications and only 9.7 per
cent have a degree as a medical doctor...The
phenomena generally described for health
systems affect clinical laboratories too,” it
stated.

“Laboratory medicine should play a criti-
cal role in effective and efficient manage-
ment of healthcare, but this is often not
the case in Africa. Laboratory expenditure
is frequently prohibitive for most African
health systems, which are adversely affected
by issues such as lack of resources or cor-
ruption.” The journal further states that in
many places in the continent, procedures are
not always carried out accurately due to the
inadequacy of infrastructure like power and
water supply networks.

Several authors, meanwhile, found that
the harmonisation of laboratory activi-
ties, is a critical step in developing health
systems. To combat the rise of new global
health threats, early detection and response
is crucial. Laboratories play a critical role in
disease control and preventative measures
as they provide the ability to rapidly de-
tect, characterise and report public health
threats, in addition to optimally guiding
patient care.

Significant progress has been made in

‘ Africa’s health status. Africa’s
health systems are in jeopardy. The

faster we realise this, the quicker
we can act and move forward.
The continent requires a strategy
and skilled individuals who will
help fill the gaps and contribute to
harmonising and strengthening the
existing health laboratory systems
in Africa.

improving laboratory networks since the
adoption of the 2008 Maputo Declaration
for Strengthening Laboratory Systems and
Resolution at the 58th session of the World
Health Organisation Regional Committee
for Africa (WHO AFRO). This resulted in a
scale-up of diagnostic services for HIV, tu-
berculosis, and malaria. However, emerging
threats now require more integrated labora-
tory networks that are aligned with public
health institutes for effective responses and
observation.

In-this regard, the African Society for
Laboratory Services (ASLM) together with
WHO AFRO, and high-level Health ministry
officials from more than 20 African coun-
tries, have issued a “Freetown Declaration”.
It calls for international and local stakehold-
ers to bolster capacity to establish resilient
tiered laboratory networks, regularly mea-
sure progress with a standardised score

card, and effectively integrate these networks
§nto disease surveillance and public health
institutes.

In this regard, the African Society for Labo-
ratory Medicine (ASLM), will be hosting its
fourth biennial international conference in
Abuja, Nigeria in December, which centres
around the theme: ‘Preventing and Control-
ling the Next Pandemic: The Role of the
Laboratory’. The conference could not have
come at a better time as South Africa battles
a Listeriosis outbreak, while its neighbour
Nigeria continues the fight against Polio and
other diseases.

ASLM2018 will serve as a platform for the
international laboratory medicinal commu-
nity to share best practices, acquire knowl-
edge and debate innovative approaches to
combat global health threats. It will also pro-
vide information on the needs in Africa, help
shape collaborations between laboratories
and clinicians, and contribute to strengthen
Africa’s health systems and laboratory net-
works.

The conference will escalate awareness
of investment opportunities in laboratory
medicine and promote the creation of public-
private partnerships to ensure further de-
velopment of both African laboratories and
African diagnostics companies.

Africa’s health systems are in jeopardy. The
faster we realise this, the quicker we can act
and move forward. The continent requires a
strategy and skilled individuals who will help
fill the gaps and contribute to harmonising
and strengthening the existing health labora-
tory systems in Africa.

This is a priority because nothing is more
important than our health.
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