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SPEECH BY MR WEE KIM WEE, PRESIDENT OF SINGAPORE, 
AT THE OPENING CEREMONY OF THE 26TH WORLD CONFERENCE OF 

THE INTERNATIONAL UNION AGAINST TUBERCULOSIS (IUAT) 
AT THE RAFFLES CITY CONVENTION CENTRE 

ON TUESDAY, 4 NOVEMBER 1986 AT 6.00 PM --- 

It is my pleasure to welcome the many eminent 

delegates, researchers, programme administrators and 

voluntary workers who are attending the 26th World 

Conference of the International Union Against Tuberculosis 

(IUAT). We are honoured that Singapore has been selected as 

the venue of the world conference, which was last held in 

Argentina in 1982. 

You have come to a small island city of slightly 

more than 600 square kilometres with a population of 2.5 

million. A country smaller perhaps than some of your major 

cities. I, therefore, consider it all the more a privilege 

that Singapore is the third country in Asia to host this 

prestigious conference at which many national tuberculosis 

associations are represented. Much of the credit for making 

this possible must go to the Singapore Anti-Tuberculosis 

Association, which has boldly undertaken to host the 

Conference with the support and sponsorship of our Ministry 

of Health, the National University of Singapore, the Academy 

of Medicine and the Singapore Thoracic Society. 

Tuberculosis (TB) is a disease of great antiquity. 

Man has lived with the TB bacteria for many centuries. 

Tuberculous lesions have been found in the bones of 

Neolithic man in Europe, and in Egyptian mummies from as 

early as 3700 BC. The disease was common in the Hellenic 

and Roman periods and in ancient China and India. 
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Most people in the world are infected at some time 
in their lives. Fortunately, due to good resistance, the 
majority overcome the infection. However, I can still 
recall from my days as the Chairman of the Singapore Anti- 
Tuberculosis Association's Council in 1959 and 1960, some of 
the tremendous problems we faced in the control of tuber- 
culosis. 

In those days the disease was a major health 
problem. We had over six thousand new TB cases annually. 
Notification rate was approximately 360 per 100,000 
population and the mortality rate was about 40 per 100,000. 

Many prominent personalities and philanthropists in 
Singapore rallied strongly behind the Government and the 
Singapore Anti-Tuberculosis Association in the various 
programmes to combat the disease. Those were somewhat 
euphoric years for the people involved in anti-tuberculosis 
work as potent drugs, which could kill the bacteria, had 
been in use for about a decade. 

With the launching of the National BCG vaccination 
programme to newborn babies, ‘the setting up of the TB 
control unit in the 50s and the continuous effort of the 
Government with co-operation of SATA, we are fortunate to 
have brought the situation under better control three 
decades later. 

Last year we had less than 2,000 new TB patients. 
The notification rate has decreased to 76 per 100,000, 
giving a reduction of 79 per cent for the past two decades. 
The mortality rate has also fallen to 6.9 per 100,000 in 
1985, giving a reduction of 82 per cent during the same 
period. 

Singapore is a congested city and will become more 
so in time. Moreover, it is located in the region which 
still has a relatively high prevalence of the disease. 
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Although our notification and mortality' rates have declined 
to levels below those of other countries in this region, we 
must not allow complacency to set in as the control of TB is 
far from over. Indeed, we must regard every death from TB 
and every new notification as a failure which ought to have 
been prevented. 

Since prevention of tuberculosis is possible, and as 
more potent drugs presently available are put to use, I 
believe that national anti-tuberculosis associations, work- 
ing under the guidance of the IUAT and collaborating closely 
with their government health services, can come up with more 
innovative and effective measures to put an end to this 
much-dreaded disease. 

I understand that for the last decade or so, the 
IUAT has also been interested in the problems of other 
disabling lung diseases. The Union is to be congratulated 
for expanding its horizon and devoting a considerable part 
of the scientific programme of this conference to non-tuber- 
culous lung diseases. This will not only be of great 
interest to the many delegates from developed countries, 
where tuberculosis has ceased to be a problem, but to all 
the others as well. 

Another noteworthy feature, I am told, is that this 
is the first time that an international medical conference 
has been officially designated a non-smoking conference. 
This means that no smoking will be permitted in all the 
meeting rooms. It is a courageous move for the Union to 
have declared war on smoking and its harmful effects on 
health - an example which I hope will be emulated by other 
major conferences. 
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Although it has long been documented that some 
chronic lung diseases and lung cancer are closely associated 

with cigarette smoking, and that it is a major risk factor 
for heart attacks, the number of cigarette smokers still 
remains uncomfortably high. 



This surprises me, for I understand that cigarette 
smoking is the single most important cause of lung cancers. 
In Singapore, the trend of smoking among women has 
fortunately remained low and that of men has decreased. The 
overall rate has been falling since 1977, particularly for 
those aged 30 years and above. This trend must be 
encouraged and the fight to bring down the smoking rate 
further must go on. 

The Singapore Government has taken the lead in pro- 
hibiting smoking in all public offices a few months ago. I 

a hope the private sector will follow this move and support 
the anti-smoking measures in a joint effort to combat the 
ill-effects of tobacco smoking. 

I am sure that the publicity generated by your stand 
on smoking and the conference proceedings will be of value 
and will complement Singapore's health education programmes, 
which are strongly directed to reduce man-created health 
problems. 

It only remains for me to wish you all a successful 
meeting and fruitful discussions. 

It is now my pleasure to officially declare open, 

the 26th World Conference of the International Union Against 
Tuberculosis. 
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