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The Region of the Americas, together with the rest of the world, is preparing to
face the major challenges presented by the post-2015 sustainable development
agenda (SDA), whose 17 objectives include health and well-being, the reduction
of inequity, and action on a wide range of social and environmental determinants of health (1). In these times of change, the first of many lessons learned on
the road toward achieving—or in some cases, not achieving—the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) is that the principle of equity is an ethical imperative essential to guiding, informing, and defining political priorities for action
on health and well-being. Rooted in the Health for All movement and in the
legacy of Alma-Ata, the principle of equity continues to inspire the spirit of universality and social inclusion required to implement the global and Regional
post-2015 agenda, eliminate social inequities in health, and achieve the sustainable development goals.
If the mission of public health is to fully satisfy society’s interest in
ensuring conditions in which people can be healthy (2), then this mission—our
mission—should focus primarily on mitigating the profound and ubiquitous
social, economic, and environmental inequities that perpetuate a world of
arbitrary and unjust inequalities in terms of people’s ability to live full,
healthy, decent, and gratifying lives. The studies and evidence presented in
the Final Report of the World Health Organization (WHO) Commission on
Social Determinants of Health (3) make it clear that the reduction and eventual elimination of health inequities can only be achieved through action on the
social determinants of health. It has also become clear that action on the social
determinants of health basically implies a commitment to the progressive
achievement of universality in health (i.e., universal access to health and universal health coverage) and, in accordance with the Rio Declaration (4), the
adoption of an integrated approach by government and society: the Health in
All Policies approach. The Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) and its
Member States have been pioneers in openly and decisively adopting
Regional commitments in this regard by recently approving two fundamental
documents: the Strategy for Universal Access to Health and Universal Health
Coverage, and the Plan of Action on Health in all Policies (5, 6).
A critical part of these Regional strategic efforts to promote health
equity within the framework of sustainable development is to overtly and systematically assess health equity. This implies a shift from the axiological
toward the operational: committing ourselves to the task of objectively
demonstrating progress toward health equity. In this necessary shift, the conceptual, methodological, and instrumental recommendations enabling an
assessment of health equity (or a lack thereof) are supported by solid empirical evidence based on systematic observation and unbiased measurement of
health inequalities in social groups and gradients (7, 8). A priority for PAHO
and its Member States is to build and strengthen institutional capacities for
monitoring social inequalities in health: a health intelligence system that
reports and evaluates policies and interventions aimed at health equity,
enabling us to assess the impact of political action on the social determinants
of health and the effects of advocacy for Health in All Policies.
In keeping with the recommendation of the Committee on Social
Determinants of Health to gather evidence, this issue of the Pan American
Journal of Public Health comprises the first in a series of reports on Health
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Equity and Sustainable Development, a multidisciplinary technical effort
emerging from the PAHO special program by the same name. In this and
subsequent issues of the Journal, readers will find a series of original, peerreviewed research articles offering generally applicable knowledge on crucial features of the topic at hand, while helping to consolidate the empirical
basis for institutional capacity-building aimed at addressing health equity
as a key aspect of sustainable development in the Region. The series begins
with a study by Restrepo and colleagues from the International Center for
Equity in Health (Federal University of Pelotas, Brazil), which presents the
current state of inequality in reproductive, maternal, and child health in
Latin America and the Caribbean, based on a detailed analysis of microdata
from the available standardized surveys (9). This article is very timely, since
it perfectly complements the recent WHO global report on the state of
inequality (10) and supports the Regional movement, A Promise Renewed
for the Americas (11, 12).
This series also pays particular attention to the situation and sociohistorical context of the Region of the Americas and offers locally significant
examples from the perspective of health equity and sustainable development.
Studies by Castro and colleagues (13) and by Haeberer and colleagues (14)
focus, respectively, on the role of ethnicity and of gender in generating
inequalities in health access and the health situation in the Region. The study
by Munayco and colleagues (15) documents the magnitude and trend in
social inequalities related to tuberculosis incidence, indicating the need to
address social determinants in TB control strategies. The article by Mujica
and colleagues (16) systematically and innovatively illustrates the extent of
health inequalities among, and within, the countries of the Region according
to population gradients defined by coverage by water and sanitation access,
underscoring the role of environmental determinants in public health. Lastly,
the study by Ferrelli (17) persuasively highlights the inextricable link
between social cohesion and health equity in terms of achieving social
change.
Finally, this series on Health Equity and Sustainable Development
also offers a select set of articles with great scientific merit and practical
importance, originally published in English in high-impact journals and
translated into Spanish with the generous permission of the respective publishers. The first of these, included in this issue, is the substantial article by
Hosseinpoor and colleagues at WHO and the Rockefeller Foundation (18) on
the need for equity-oriented monitoring in the context of universal health
coverage. Other articles include one by Andrews and colleagues (19) on the
rationale and advantages of focusing tuberculosis control measures on the
most economically disadvantaged population groups, and another by
Arcaya and colleagues from Harvard University (20) on the definitions, concepts, and theories underlying the notion of health inequality.
This series complements other exceptional scientific articles already
published in the Journal (21--24), documenting recent examples of successful
implementation of national social inclusion policies and social protection
mechanisms in the Americas—powerful models for effective action to
reduce social inequities and advance the right-to-health approach. This
series substantially supports the conviction that, on our road toward health
and sustainable development in the Americas, we must not be indifferent to
equity. Outside of this series and faithful to its editorial line, the Journal will,
of course, continue to publish high-quality, original scientific contributions
that highlight health equity and sustainable development, report on best
practices and lessons learned in Region and around the world, and help to
institutionalize local capacities to address health equity—that linchpin of
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development sustainable, that essential element needed to fully accomplish
the collective mission to ensure the conditions by which people can achieve
the full enjoyment of complete physical, mental, and social well-being.
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