Code of ethics aims to help strengthen health systems 

by Donya Currie 

Even the best-intentioned efforts to improve health in developing countries can weaken overall health systems, and global health advocates have issued guidelines aimed at preventing such accidental effects.

At the Global Health Council Annual Meeting in late May, 22 signatories joined to unveil the "NGO Code of Conduct for Health Systems Strengthening." The code, which is aimed at nongovernmental organizations, debuted after talks among those who work to shore up health systems in developing countries brought to light some widespread practices that can undermine work to improve public health.

"There’s an assumption that all groups that work in global health are doing good," Wendy Johnson, MD, MPH, of Health Alliance International and a spokeswoman for the code, told The Nation’s Health. "I think all groups certainly have good intentions. But one of the biggest problems facing global health right now is the weak health systems that cannot deliver the technologies we already have and certainly can’t deliver new technologies unless they’re strengthened."

The code had 25 signatories including APHA by late June, and supporters hope to bring large international organizations, including the World Health Organization and United Nations, on board to support the effort to help boost public sector health infrastructure in some of the world’s poorest countries.

"The first recognition that we’re hoping the code helps bring about is that (nongovernmental organizations) by themselves cannot solve these global public health problems that we have," Johnson said. 

One pitfall that often accompanies the enthusiasm of nongovernmental organizations’ work is the pressure to accomplish goals in a short time period, and that can drain the broader public health system.

"(Nongovernmental organizations) can quickly hire more staff at higher salaries, acquire specialized equipment or create idealized projects serving one limited population in a small geographic area," said APHA member Donna Barry, MPH, of Partners in Health, who helped draft the code. "The result is a fragmented and inequitable health system, where we can count HIV viral loads, but a woman dying in childbirth can’t get a Caesarean section, where one district has a state-of-the-art hospital while the next district has an empty cement-block building without running water or electricity."

The code is based on six articles that outline how nongovernmental organizations can best help strengthen health systems and support international health. First, nongovernmental organizations should engage in hiring practices that ensure long-term health system sustainability. That means in areas where trained personnel are scarce, nongovernmental organizations will "make every effort to refrain from hiring health or managerial professional staff away from the public sector, thus depleting ministries and their clinical operations of talent and expertise." 

The second article of the code calls for nongovernmental organizations to enact employee practices that strengthen the public sector, such as advocating for fair salaries for community health workers and establishing strong benefit structures, such as retirement plans for health workers at every level. The third article has nongovernmental organizations pledging to create and maintain human resources training and support systems that are good for the countries where the organizations are based. 

The fourth article calls for minimizing the burden nongovernmental organizations place on countries’ health ministries. Nongovernmental organizations should respect government and health ministry priorities as well as labor and personnel policies, including those related to geographic deployment of health resources. 

The code’s fifth article states nongovernmental organizations will support ministries of health as they engage with communities, acting as a bridge between civil society organizations and government agencies. Nongovernmental organizations should document and share their work in and with communities to help host governments with planning and setting priorities. Finally, the sixth article pushes nongovernmental organizations to advocate for policies that promote and support the public sector. That might include advocating with donors to support general health system strengthening and designing activities and programs that reinforce primary health care.

"It is now becoming clearer that (nongovernmental organizations), if not careful and vigilant, can undermine the public sector and even the health system as a whole, by diverting health workers, managers and leaders into privatized operations that create parallel structures to government and that tend to worsen the isolation of communities from formal health systems," the code’s authors wrote. "Our commitment helps ensure that ‘health for all’ is not a thousand-year project, but well within our reach."

For more information, visit www.ngocodeofconduct.org.
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