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Distinguished guests, participants, ladies and gentlemen 

It is with great pleasure that I welcome the distinguished health policy-makers from 

our Member States to the capacity-building workshop on health systems development. I 

would also like to welcome staff from WHO country and regional offices who are 

participating in this meeting. We believe WHO is, and will continue to be, an important 

partner for ministries of health in planning, implementation and in learning.  

Health systems are dynamic. The changing demographic, epidemiological and risk 

profile of the population; the rising expectations of a more educated population; the fast 

growing private health sector; the rapid changes taking place in medical technology; and 

the overarching aim of the national government to achieve universal health coverage are 

some of the motivations for ministries of health to reform and improve the overall 

performance of the health system. 
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Well functioning health systems are essential for better health outcomes. Health 

systems provide the appropriate platform for the effective launch of priority programmes 

that target the major health problems and health determinants in a population. Without 

well performing health systems, the accessibility, efficiency, quality, equity and 

sustainability of these programmes pose an even greater challenge. It is essential that 

national policy-makers and senior managers in health should have a sound understanding 

of the concepts and the various functions of the health system to enable them to tackle 

some of the challenges that health systems face in their respective countries. It is also 

critical that WHO country and regional office staff are well equipped to assist countries 

in addressing health systems-related challenges. This workshop brings together national 

policy-makers and senior managers, as well as WHO regional and country office staff to 

develop their capacity in the area of health system development and enhance capacity 

dialogue with and within national governments, in support of health system strengthening 

in countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region. 

WHO has long been actively engaged with its Member States to strengthen health 

systems in countries. Indeed a cornerstone of the health for all strategy is well performing 

health systems. The best way to improve population health in developing countries, and 

thus to maximize health’s contribution to development, is to link priority targeted 

programmes and the wider, upstream determinants of health, to health system 

strengthening. I would thus like to see that, during the workshop, the linkages between 

health systems, health programmes and health determinants are discussed, and that health 

systems are not seen as a ‘stand alone’ intervention. 

Distinguished guests, participants, ladies and gentlemen 

The strengthening of the health system functions of governance, financing, resource 

creation and service provision can have a major influence on the planning and 

implementation of health programmes and on health outcomes. As a matter of fact, the 

shortcomings of many of these important programmes are hidden in the poor 

performance of the health system functions. The area of health governance is new to 

many; however, decades of experience have shown that when a programme is not well 
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governed it is unlikely to be well implemented. You as policy-makers have a certain 

responsibility to ensure that good governance is integral to these programmes. Similarly, 

financing of the health sector needs adequate consideration so that it is adequate, fair and 

equitable. I am sure that there will be a healthy discussion and debate on the various 

health care financing options to protect the poor and the vulnerable, in rich and poor 

countries alike. I cannot over-emphasize the importance of a balanced health workforce, 

access to essential medicines and appropriate technology and the impact of all these on 

the provision of health services that provide universal coverage. Indeed health is defined 

as a basic human right in the constitutions of many Member States and of WHO. 

Distinguished guests, participants, ladies and gentlemen 

Let me briefly share with you how I see the health system issues and priorities in 

the Eastern Mediterranean Region. The health sector is principally financed through 

public sector resources in rich countries. Middle-income countries have a mixed system 

that includes government taxation, social insurance, out-of-pocket payment and external 

financing; however, universal coverage has yet to be achieved. Among the low-income 

countries, over two-thirds of health care is financed by out-of-pocket payment. Imbalance 

in the health workforce is a major challenge. Middle-income countries face the problem 

of the quality of training rather than sheer numbers, while rich countries rely heavily on 

expatriate workforces. Most countries of the Region need to update their policies on 

human resources. The regional situation regarding nursing and midwifery personnel is 

grim and many poor countries lack skilled birth attendants for normal deliveries. 

Despite an adequate network in most countries, the role of hospitals and primary 

health care facilities is not well defined, the referral chain does not function well, 

diagnostic capabilities are variable, and services are not responsive to the changing 

demographic and epidemiological burden. Up to 100 million citizens of the Region lack 

regular access to essential medicines. The utilization of primary health care services is 

low in many countries. Health information systems need strengthening and in most 

countries are not geared to monitoring progress towards the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs). Health research in the Region has generally remained compromised due 
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to lack of resources, supportive research environments, research management and 

political commitment.  

The issue of establishing or reviving health systems in countries that face complex 

emergencies is another challenge. Whether the emergencies are natural, or man-made, 

health systems get disrupted and are unable to provide essential or emergency services to 

the populations. I hope that the issue of emergency health services will be discussed 

during the course of the meeting. Another issue that needs consideration in countries in 

crisis, and others, is how the ministries of health can be strengthened to play a stronger 

leadership and coordinating role with other partners, whether they are the private sector 

institutions or the donors. These are important issues for which policies should be 

developed based on best evidence; policy analysis tools, such as the national health 

accounts, burden of disease and others, are available to support this. I am pleased to note 

that these will be discussed in the meeting. 

Distinguished guests, participants, ladies and gentlemen 

WHO is keen to support health system development in its Member States and this 

capacity development workshop is just one of the ways of doing that. Another initiative is 

the establishment of the Regional Health System Observatory at the Regional Office, 

which will help monitor health system reforms in countries of the Region.  

Despite the limited resources, we are making efforts to develop the capacity of 

national policy-makers and to strengthen country offices with experts and advisers in 

health systems. The Division of Health Systems and Services Development in the 

Regional Office is always available to provide the best possible support to health system 

strengthening. I would like to reassure you that strengthening health systems is a priority 

and will remain so. WHO will continue to provide the necessary technical support to its 

Member States in improving health system performance. 

I would like to take this opportunity to express my best wishes for a successful 

meeting and for a pleasant stay in Alexandria. 

Thank you. 


