
In the Name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful 

Opening remarks 

to the 

INTERCOUNTRY TRAINING WORKSHOP FOR STRENGTHENING REGIONAL 
CAPACITY OF INFLUENZA LABORATORY SURVEILLANCE, PREPAREDNESS 

AND RESPONSE 
 

Damascus, Syrian Arab Republic, 8–11 June 2009 

Dear Colleagues, 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you all to the Intercountry Training Workshop for 

Strengthening Regional Capacity of Influenza Laboratory Surveillance, Preparedness and 

Response. I would like to express my great appreciation to our colleagues from WHO 

headquarters and WHO collaborating centres, including NAMRU-3, for their participation.  

Dear colleagues, 

We are all aware of the current situation and ongoing events in relation to pandemic 

influenza. The occurrence of this pandemic of the novel influenza H1N1 virus all over the world 

clearly indicates that all regions and countries are at risk. Countries in the Region have invested 

time, funds and effort to increase their level of preparedness for response to influenza and 

pandemic outbreaks. Laboratory-based surveillance and a well prepared national influenza centre 

are now among the top priorities for countries. 

National influenza centres are the backbone of the WHO Global Influenza Surveillance 

Network. Since its establishment in 1948, the Global Influenza Surveillance Network has worked 

to protect global public health by updating seasonal influenza vaccine compositions, and by 

functioning as a global alert mechanism for the emergence of influenza viruses with pandemic 

potential. As a result, the network has contributed greatly to the understanding of influenza 

epidemiology. 
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Within individual countries, the national influenza centre is likely to represent the primary 

source of expertise in surveillance and response to epidemics and pandemics of influenza. 

Consequently, the triggering of many of the well planned interventions described in national 

influenza pandemic preparedness plans will depend upon its effective functioning. At present, of 

125 national influenza centres in 96 countries officially designated by national authorities and 

recognized by WHO, only 12 national influenza centres in 11 countries are in the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region. 

As part of a strategy to address the threat of influenza, the Regional Office has developed a 

plan to encourage and support all the Member States to establish and strengthen their national 

influenza centres. The main goals of this training workshop are to strengthen regional capacity 

for influenza laboratory surveillance, preparedness and response; to encourage all the Member 

States to have influenza laboratory surveillance and a functioning national influenza centre; and 

to activate the system of shipping influenza specimens/isolates to regional reference laboratories 

and WHO collaborating centres. 

Dear colleagues,  

I would like to thank you all again, and ask all of you to make the utmost of this training 

workshop through sound discussions, exchange of ideas and clear planning for establishing and 

strengthening our influenza laboratory surveillance. I wish you all a successful course and a 

pleasant stay in Damascus.  


