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The discipline of neurology deserves more recognition in Pakistan, but unfortunately this is not the case. Besides some
epidemiological studies of epilepsy in the 1980s and 1990s, no extensive epidemiological research has been
conducted on neurological diseases in Pakistan. Thus, the exact incidence, statistics, or prevalence of many major
neurological diseases is unknown. This lack of data can be attributed to the fact that national health policy rarely
focuses on neurological diseases. The fact is there is only one neurologist per every one million people in Pakistan,
even though neurologjsts are best trained to manage complex neurological diseases. Further, since this limited number
or neurologists mostly practice in urban centers, it is exceedingly difficult to carry out community-based studies to
establish the prevalence of neurological disorders.

Unfortunately, diseases like stroke, CNS infections (especially tuberculous meningitis) and epilepsy are still a huge
burden in the country. Diseases such as polio, rabies and tetanus are still widespread and have a high mortality.*? For
these reasons, the 75" World Health Assembly adopted the Intersectoral Global Action Plan on Epilepsy and Other
Neurological Disorders 2022-2031 (IGAP), which prioritizes brain disorders in health policymaking. Through IGAR,
neurology will be given a greater importance at the national level and low and low- and middle-income countries
(LMICs) will especially benefit since they are disproportionally affected by neurological disorders.3

From a global point of view, more than 70% of those affected by neurological disorders worldwide reside in LMICs, and
this includes Pakistan.* Diseases of the nervous system account for about nine million deaths per year, making it the
primary cause of disability-adjusted life years (DALYs) and the second leading cause of death worldwide. In 2016, the
largest contributors of neurological DALYs were stroke (42.2%), migraine (16.3%), dementia (10.4%), meningitis
(7.9%) and epilepsy (4.9%). This burden is associated with health inequities. Global statistics in 2016 demonstrated
that there were 52.9 million children younger than the age of five years that were affected by developmental
disabilities. Of those children, 95% of them resided in LMICs. Of the 50 million people affected with epilepsy, 80% of
them reside in LMICs. The treatment gaps in these countries surpass 75% in most low-income countries and are as
much as 50% in most middle-income countries.®

Turning to Pakistan, despite a huge burden of neurological disorders in this country—including epilepsy, stroke, and
dementias—research remains limited. The outpatient clinics of three major tertiary care hospitals in Pakistan were
studied and epilepsy was identified as the most common neurological disease in the out-patient setting, along with
behavioral disorders, and cerebral palsy as other frequent neurological disorders. Conducted in three tertiary care
centers across Pakistan, a cross-sectional study on common diseases that presented at the ER reported that 11.6%
of the diseases of the 171,176 children presented with a neurological disorder. The common causes were febrile fits
(50.3%), encephalitis/meningitis (33.8%) and epilepsy/status epilepticus (9.1%).2 Stroke has an alarming yearly
incidence of 250/100,000 population in Pakistan, with the highest cause of death in Pakistan reporting for 67.3%
among other neurological diseases; Alzheimer’s disease and other dementias follow.” In a study that took place in an
urban slum in Karachi, Pakistan, stroke had an incidence of 21.8% (66.4% females).® Another population-based study
on 22500 participants showed the stroke prevalence rate of 1.2% in the province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan.
Psychiatric disorders such as depression and anxiety also make the charts as the prevalence in Pakistan was 34%,
females being more commonly affected. The estimated prevalence of people with dementia in Pakistan is around
200,000.°
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To raise neurological awareness and bridge the gap between research and policy, the 75th World Health Assembly was
held in May 2022 in Geneva, Switzerland. During the assembly, 116 Member States and four international organiza-
tions supported the “Draft Intersectoral Global Action Plan on Epilepsy and Other Neurological Disorders (IGAP).” On
27 May 2022, WHO Member States approved of the plan.® IGAP will globally help improve awareness, prevention,
and treatment of neurological diseases. This will be done through the prioritization of neurology in policies, particularly
in LMICs which are inordinately impacted by neurological disorders.**

Vision and action plan are provided at the end of this article. There are a multitude of global targets set by WHO-IGAR
To meet these aims, IGAP has put forward anticipated measures for the WHO Secretariat, WHO Member States, and
national and international partners in various regions.*° Thus, the IGAP can be revolutionary for a lower-middle income
country like Pakistan, where global targets and strategic objectives can be implemented.

According to a WHO presentation delivered at the 75th World Health Assembly, IGAP will be implemented in key focal
areas on the country level. These areas include leadership and advocacy; technical products; country action; research
and data; and collaboration. For a country like Pakistan to implement IGAP, the first step is policy dialogue to focus on
the country’s needs in supporting the development of plans and policy. After this, strategic support can be achieved by
bolstering health systems to maximize their capacity for neurological disorders in terms of health results, equity, and
financial sustainability. Next, technical assistance can be done by identification and response of challenges and
building of partnerships. Finally, service delivery, or coordination of the health cluster to include international and nation-
al partners, can provide direct provision of services and supplies in emergency settings.?

There is more that can be done at the country level. Countries such as Pakistan must recognize the specific needs of
neurology on a national scale. Donor initiatives should take place for funding of essential neurological projects.
Pakistan also needs more training and capacity building initiatives. Awareness raising campaigns for neurological
diseases are crucial. Better quality research needs to be prioritized. It would be useful for Pakistan to ensure dialogue
with donors to increase research investment. Guidance is needed in new diagnostic treatment as well as innovative
technologies. For implementation it is important to collaborate with WHO and NGOs and wider health and social
sectors on a global, regional and local level. It is important to have conferences, forums and meetings and
country-level collaborations on initiatives. People who are affected and have lived experience of a neurological disorder
can also be involved.*?

IGAP has the potential to revolutionize neurological care in countries like Pakistan by 2031 by highlighting important
issues and incorporating neurological management into national policy. This will be monumental for several reasons.
Pakistan is the 5th most-populous country of the world, with a current population of more than 231 million.*®> There
is scarcity of neurologists in Pakistan (one neurologist per one million population) and about 75% of government
hospitals are without neurologists.

All'in all, through this action plan, countries will create and finesse their national policies with the goal of better access

to treatment. The overarching goal is to treat patients with a neurological disorder while related deaths and debilities
decline. IGAP aims to counter and mitigate the stigma of neurological disease and encourage human rights.*®
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Vision and action plan of IGAP

The vision of the intersectoral global action plan on epilepsy and other neurological disorders 2022-2031 is a world
in which:

“e brain health is valued, promoted and protected across the life course;
* neurological disorders are prevented, diagnosed and treated, and premature mortality and morbidity

are avoided; and
* people affected by neurological disorders and their caretakers attain the highest possible level of health,

with equal rights, opportunities, respect and autonomy.”

The goal of the intersectoral global action plan on epilepsy and other neurological disorders 2022-2031 is to
reduce the stigma, impact and burden of neurological disorders, including their associated mortality, morbidity and
disability, and to improve the quality of life of people with neurological disorders, their caretakers and families.

The intersectoral global action plan on epilepsy and other neurological disorders 2022-2031 has the following
strategic objectives:

“e raise policy prioritization and strengthen governance;

* provide effective, timely and responsive diagnosis, treatment and care;
* implement strategies for promotion and prevention;

* foster research and innovation and strengthen information systems; and

* strengthen the public health approach to epilepsy.”
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