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Introduction:

Non-communicable diseases (NDCs) account for more than 70% of deaths

worldwide, representing the leading cause of death and emerging as an increasingly

pressing concern for society. Beyond the evident harms to physical health, the

widespread growth of NCDs poses significant threats to global economic development,

which, according to the World Economic Forum’s 2010 Global Risks report, surpass

those of fiscal crises, corruption, natural disasters, or even infectious diseases. It has

been identified by the UN as “one of the major challenges for sustainable development

in the twenty-first century”.

While NCDs tend to be characterized as diseases of affluence, as they have

been historically linked to urbanization and economic growth, the present reality

suggests otherwise; NCDs today have become especially severe in less economically

developed countries (LEDCs), with the vast majority of all NCD deaths coming from low-

and middle-income countries.

On an individual level, the plight of developing an NCD is grave: it typically stems

from youth, with common habits including an unhealthy diet, physical inactivity or

alcohol consumption. Then, it heightens into an increasingly dangerous condition at

later stages of life, manifesting in long periods of illness, extensive healthcare costs and

eventually, premature death. When considering this situation in LEDCs, and for the 41

million resultant deaths each year, it is clear that at a global level, NCDs have the

potential to debilitate states and the entire international economy.
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As such, it is clear that measures to increase the treatment of NCDs are critical.

As NCDs are non-transmissible and take a long time to develop, they are not apparently

severe until later periods of life. However, treatment at this stage is typically ineffective

and unsustainable in the long term. To improve and increase treatment of NCDs, it is

important to establish sustainable and comprehensive systems to address NCDs, as

well as increase intervention in earlier stages. It is also crucial to consider the

interdisciplinary perspectives of the structural, political and environmental determinants

of health in LEDCs.

Definition of Key Terms:

1. Non-communicable disease (NCD): A disease that is not transmissible directly

from one person to another. It is a result of genetic, physiological, environmental

and behavioral factors, and tends to be of long duration. It is also known as a

chronic disease.

2. LEDC: Less economically developed country. LEDCs have a low GDP and face

significant structural challenges to sustainable development.

3. Risk factor: In epidemiology, a risk factor or determinant is a variable

associated with an increased risk of disease or infection.

4. Chronic: (of an illness) persisting for a long time or constantly recurring.

5. Transmissible: (of a disease or trait) able to be passed on from one person or

organism to another.

6. Palliative care: Specialized medical care aimed at improving quality of life and

mitigating suffering among people with complex, serious and often terminal

illnesses.
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Background Information

Probability of premature death from non-communicable diseases in different parts of the world

Background on NCDs

NCDs have grown to be especially concerning in recent years, but this issue is not one

that is new. NCDs originally plagued the most wealthy nations, and were historically associated

with economic growth and referred to as “diseases of the rich”. This can be attributed to the

changes in behavior that came with development and industrialisation, including a more

sedentary lifestyle and increased reliance on imported and processed foods. However, the

burden shifted over time as the severity of the problem became more pronounced in LEDCs.

Developing countries began to experience rapid growth, which, combined with their shortage of

infrastructure to manage and address healthcare issues, resulted in high rates of disease and

death. This has caused NCDs to emerge as one of the most pressing barriers to sustainable

development today. NCDs kill 41 million people annually, which is equivalent to 71% of all

deaths worldwide.
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Types of NCDs

While thousands of NCDs exist, there are four main classifications identified by the WHO

as drivers of global patterns of mortality: cardiovascular disease (CVD), cancer, chronic

respiratory disease (CRD), and diabetes. Cardiovascular diseases are responsible for the

highest number of NCD deaths (17.9 million people annually), followed by cancers (9.3 million),

respiratory diseases (4.1 million), and diabetes (1.5 million). Collectively, these four groups of

diseases account for more than 80% of all premature NCD fatalities.

Risk factors of NCDs

People of all regions, age groups and backgrounds may be affected by NCDs, but there

are a variety of modifiable and non-modifiable factors that contribute to an increased risk of

developing these diseases for certain demographics. This is especially important to consider in

the context of LEDCs, where such factors are on the rise. Many NCDs are preventable and can

be indirectly averted by tackling their associated risk factors from the early stages.

Modifiable behavioral risk factors

The key modifiable lifestyle

behaviors identified by the WHO

that increase the risk of NCDs

include tobacco use, unhealthy

diets, physical inactivity and the

harmful use of alcohol. Tobacco is

responsible for more than 7.2

million fatalities each year,

insufficient physical activity is

responsible for 1.6 million annual

deaths, excess sodium intake has

been linked to 4.1 million deaths each year and NCDs, including cancer, account for

more than half of the 3.3 million annual fatalities caused by alcohol use. While NCDs and
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their related deaths are most prevalent at later stages in life, many of these behavioral

risks are, in fact, initiated during adolescence.

Metabolic risk factors

Metabolic risk factors contribute to four main metabolic changes identified by the

WHO that increase the risk of NCDs. These include hyperglycemia (high blood glucose

levels), hyperlipidemia (high levels of fat in the blood), obesity and high blood pressure.

Globally, the most common metabolic risk factor is elevated blood pressure, which

accounts for 19% of deaths worldwide, followed by obesity and high levels of blood

glucose.

Current Situation

The socioeconomic impact of NCDs

NCDs are inextricably linked with poverty and can have devastating impacts on both

personal financial security and national economic growth. This acts as an impediment to the

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which calls for a 30% reduction in premature

deaths from NCDs by 2030.

The rapid growth in NCDs is expected to increase the financial risk for individuals by

raising household healthcare expenses. Vulnerable and socially disadvantaged people are at

increased risk of sickness and death from NDCs because of their unhealthy dietary practices

and greater exposure to harmful products, as well as their limited access to healthcare services.

Treatment for NCDs is protracted and often requires exorbitant costs, which, combined with a

low income, force many into poverty.

In addition, on a national level, it stifles economic development and poverty reduction

efforts. Death from NDCs is preceded by long periods of ill health often affecting people during

their most productive years, which reduces the size of the workforce and strains developing

economies. It thus requires a great amount of investment from the government into the

healthcare system and welfare for citizens.
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The situation in LEDCs

The rise of NDCs used to be an issue that primarily pervaded wealthy nations, but it is

now one that affects LEDCs, leading to far worse health outcomes than ever seen in MEDCs. In

fact, 77% of all NCD deaths are in low- and middle-income countries, and 85% of premature

deaths between the ages of 30 and 69 years also occur in low- and middle-income countries.

This is a result of unprecedented urbanization and extensive poverty in emerging economies,

which have not yet developed the necessary infrastructure, healthcare and regulatory

frameworks needed to prevent and treat NCDs. It can also be explained by the lifestyles and

behaviors of the population, borne from the simultaneous lack of education and awareness in

LEDCs surrounding healthy practices to prevent NCDs.

With developments in the healthcare system in MEDCs, the burden of communicable

diseases has decreased while the burden of NCDs has increased. Developing countries, on the

other hand, due to demographic and epidemiological changes, face a double burden, with the

rise of NCDs and the simultaneous problem of communicable diseases. As a result, NCDs have

led to an even more significant strain on LEDCs, from individual financial instability to stymied

national economic development. These diseases also harm individual and social wellbeing,

continuing to place immense pressure on the government and healthcare systems of LEDCs.

Major Parties Involved and Their Views

UN Organizations

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development recognises NCDs as a major challenge

for sustainable development. The WHO takes on a leadership and coordination position in

promoting and monitoring global action against NCDs, which was reiterated in the UN General

Assembly's High-Level Meetings on NCDs in 2011 and 2014. To coordinate efforts around the

world, the WHO formed the Global Non-communicable Disease Network (NCDnet) which brings

together prominent health organizations and specialists. In 2018, the UN General Assembly

held a High-Level Meeting on NCDs to assess progress and forge consensus on the path

forward until 2030.
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NCD Alliance

The NCD Alliance is a global partnership founded in 2009, partnering with UN agencies

and governments to combat NCDs. It was founded by four international federations representing

CVD, diabetes, cancer and CRD, bringing together around 900 national member associations.

Its long-term goals include strengthening global healthcare systems, improving lifestyles,

forming national NCD strategies, increasing access to affordable and high-quality medications

and technologies, and protecting the human rights of people with NCDs.

LEDCs

NCDs are an especially concerning issue in LEDCs, and therefore require particular

attention from the governments of these countries. While NCD rates may not appear equally

threatening in all LEDCs, current trends suggest an expected rise in NCDs globally, and early

intervention is a recommended economic investment. While there may be some LEDCs where

the issue of NCDs is particularly pronounced, the issue is generally one that impacts all LEDCS.

India

In India, nearly 5.8 million people die from NCDs annually. There are also high rates of

premature death from NCDs, with 1 in 4 Indians at risk of dying from an NCD before reaching

the age of 70. This is largely because of the rapid and unplanned urbanization in the country. In

fact, the prevalence of NCDs like diabetes in India’s rural population is 1/4th that of its urban

population. India is also faced with an aging population, which further increases the rate of

NCDs.

Sub-Saharan Africa

Over the past two decades in sub-Saharan Africa, there has been a large rise in the

burden of NCDs, driven by increasing incidence of NCD risk factors such as unhealthy dietary

habits and air pollution. NCDs are the main cause of mortality in sub-Saharan Africa, where they

were accountable for 37% of deaths in 2019, a significant increase from previous years. This is

mostly a result of flaws in the execution of important control measures including prevention,

diagnosis, and treatment.
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UN Involvement, Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events

● WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, 2003

o The WHO FCTC has had a profound impact on both national and international

action to address the global tobacco epidemic. It is the only treaty that the World

Health Assembly has adopted under its authority to negotiate international

conventions. It has also served as a model for other treaties (listed below)

addressing NCD risk factors such as alcohol control and healthy diets.

● Framework Convention on Alcohol Control, 2005

● Prevention and control of non-communicable diseases, 20 May 2010 (A/RES/64/265)

o The resolution was unanimously adopted to address the burden of NCDs. It

provided new avenues for international cooperation, including expanding the

political leadership required for multi-sectoral collaboration and issues across a

number of UN agencies.

● Global action plan for the prevention and control of NCDs 2013-2020, 2013

o This was a comprehensive action plan that strengthened risk-reduction

measures. However, there was not much consideration of the impact of

increasing environmental pollution on health and the necessary measures for

reducing exposure to pollutants.

● Global Convention on Healthy Diets, 2014

● United Nations   Inter-Agency Task Force on the Prevention and Control of

Non-communicable Diseases, 29 July 2020 (E/RES/2020/22)

Possible Solutions

While treatment of NCDs must primarily be tackled at the individual level through the healthcare

system, delegates are also encouraged to consider the increasingly holistic picture of the issue

including social, political and economic systems in LEDCs. Another important factor to consider

is noting the distinction between direct and indirect prevention and control measures, and the

respective roles they play in terms of treatment. A varied combination of measures to strengthen

NCD treatment in the long run is encouraged.
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● Invest in better management of NCD interventions from early stages in the primary

healthcare system, including detecting and screening, to promote early detection and

timely treatment

● Improve palliative care systems in LEDCs for the physical, psychological and social

treatment of NCD patients by investing in research and increasing infrastructure and

staff for palliative care, so as to improve their quality of life

● Accelerate implementation of novel solutions that work toward treatment of NCDs by

supporting research and innovation as well as collaborating with MEDCs, in order to

increase the capacity of the healthcare systems to respond to these diseases

● Ensure affordable access to and expand the availability of NCD medicines, treatments

and diagnostics in LEDCs

● Make efforts to increase the priority given to NCDs at national and international levels,

including the integration of NCD control and prevention into the policies and plans of

governments and multilateral institutions with a focus on LEDCs, as well as promoting

regulatory, legislative and fiscal measures that work towards supporting healthy living

Bibliography

Useful Links

● https://www.who.int/health-topics/noncommunicable-diseases#tab=tab_1 (WHO website

with resources on NCDs)

● https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/noncommunicable-diseases (A concise

and factual overview of NCDs)

● https://www.britannica.com/science/disease/Metabolic-defects (Scientific explanation of

diseases, including NCDs)

● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TAO_rztPO80 (Informative video on NCDs in

developing countries)

● https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpubh.2020.574111/full (Article with

management and prevention strategies for NCDs)

● https://ncdalliance.org/ (Website of an organization working on tackling NCDs with some

useful resources)
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