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Inaugural forum on improving healthcare in Asia explores ways to improve
healthcare system to address problems of an ageing population
By Lin Shi Hui and Lin Hui Hui
The issues of how to improve healthcare systems to address the problems of an ageing
population and how to cope with an increasing demand for outpatient services
dominated discussions at the inaugural NUS Initiative to Improve Health in Asia (NIHA).
The two-day event was organised recently by the National University of Singapore
(NUS). Singapore Health Minister Mr Khaw Boon Wan held a closed-door dialogue
session which saw some 85 senior health officials and industry players from Asia come
together to discuss issues relating to health policies in Asia.
NUS President Professor Tan Chorh Chuan shared with the media some of the key
issues that were discussed in the closed-door session. He said that one common
challenge facing Asia is the issue of an ageing population and that countries such as
Japan, Singapore and China have already started to introduce measures in response to
the issue. A key focus for the healthcare industry is to seek solutions to address ageingrelated illnesses such as high blood pressure, diabetes, obesity and heart disease.
Prof Tan pointed out that the demand for outpatient services has been increasing due to
higher demand for regular treatment as well as follow-up consultations to ensure that a
patient‘s condition can be kept under control. Therefore, government bodies need to
adjust its funding for the healthcare system in accordance to changes in healthcare
needs.
Several renowned medical experts presented on pressing healthcare issues that the
various countries face.
As the number of patients with diabetes continue to rise worldwide, this chronic illness -referred to as a "rich man's disease" as it used to be more prevalent in developed
countries -- has garnered the attention of healthcare policy makers in many countries.
Professor Paul Zimmet, Director Emeritus and Director International Research at
Australia's Baker IDI Heart and Diabetes Institute, pointed out that it is widely believed
that diet is one of the reasons for the increase in the number of diabetic patients.
However, he believes that further research needs to be carried out on pregnant women
to investigate whether nutritional and environmental factors would have an effect on the
chances of their children developing diabetes in the latter part of their lives. This is
because many adult diseases are directly related to the growth patterns of the foetus.
NUS announced in August this year that the objective of launching NIHA was to lead an
integrative effort to improve public health and healthcare delivery in Asia through
research, high-level policy forums and leadership programme.

The new initiative was made possible with a funding of S$17 million over 10 years from
the GSK-EDB Trust Fund.
This was NIHA’s first ever forum. After identifying a list of key health issues in the region,
the organisers will allocate $1 million in January next year to solicit proposals from
healthcare experts and researchers in Asia.
The proposals will receive grants of no more than $150,000 each. However, at least one
member of the research team should be a Singaporean. The first grant is expected to be
awarded in May next year.
In addition, the new initiative will focus on nurturing future leaders for Asia‘s healthcare
sector. Successful applicants will be offered opportunities to work and study at the NUS
Department of Epidemiology and Public Health.

