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Focus area 1: Right to health and access to health services

Introduction People in the 21 century are living longer but not necessarily better. Ageing often entails the
development of chronic conditions associated with communicable and non-communicable diseases whose
serious impacts affect older persons’ enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental
health. Serious illness when unsupported by the public health system or social insurance involves
catastrophic pocket expenses and mires households in the medical poverty trap. The rapidly growing
cohort of older persons worldwide faces systemic barriers in accessing preventive, curative and palliative
care services, along with essential medicines to relieve preventable health related suffering.

The World Social Report 2023 states unequivocally that “[W]ith people dying further into old age, when
dementia, multimorbidity and frailty are more common, and spousal, social and other forms of support are
less available, end-of-life care provision requires urgent policy attention.” In 2021, Dr. Tedros
Ghebreyesus, Director General of the World Health Organization, called on all 194 heads of state to “face
this global challenge on palliative care with collective compassion.” He referred to our “common moral
duty” to alleviate suffering among the most vulnerable people, namely those suffering from a life-
threatening illness.

Palliative care is the active holistic care of individuals across all ages with serious health-related
suffering! due to severe illness. It aims to improve the quality of life of patients, their families and their
caregivers.' Experts estimate that by 2060, 67% of people who die with cancer and experience serious
health-related suffering will be over 70 years old, compared to 47% in 2016."

Fully integrating palliative care at the local level, including through compassionate communities and
trained community health workers can benefit older patients and families by relieving symptoms of
diseases that can no longer be cured. The evidence now shows that it can also benefit health systems,
since palliative care prevents unnecessary hospitalizations, non-beneficial treatments, and polypharmacy.’

Normative Framework

The right to the highest attainable standard of physical mental health includes the right to palliative care."
The Human Rights Council in 2021 approved a resolution on older persons that “recognised the difficulties
faced by older persons in enjoying civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights in areas such as ....
access to ... long-term and palliative care;” It “calls upon all States: to ensure the full enjoyment by older
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persons of all human rights and fundamental freedoms in areas such as ...... long-term support and
palliative care.” ...[It] “Encourages all States to .... protect the human rights of older persons in areas such
as ... access to and provision of health-care services, long-term support services and palliative care.”""

The Inter-American Convention on the Rights of Older Persons, Article 6 (Right to Life and Dignity in Old
Age), stipulates that “States Parties shall take steps to ensure that public and private institutions offer
older persons access without discrimination to comprehensive care, including palliative care;”"!

Recommendation for policy development and implementation

To strengthen their health workforces and meet the goals and targets of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, policymakers, administrators, and regulatory authorities can consult recently developed
WHO handbooks on development, funding and evaluation of palliative care services. These guidelines and
evidence-based standards provide medical, nursing, pharmacy and social work schools with basic tools to
meet the challenge of educating their health and social care workforces in basic palliative care practices
and rational use of internationally controlled essential medicines.

The IAHPC calls on member states and the international community to
e Integrate palliative care into their primary health care systems per WHA 67/19 and the Declaration
of Astana (2018)
e Collect age-disaggregated data on serious health related suffering
e Provide social and clinical support to family caregivers
e Begin drafting a binding convention on the rights of older persons.
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* https://www.who.int/health-topics/palliative-care
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