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Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the opening of this third meeting of 

the Regional Advisory Committee for Health and Environment (RACHE). I would like 

first to thank all of you for sparing the time and effort to come and participate in this 

important activity. 

Our Region faces serious environmental health challenges: climate change, 

urbanization and environmental degradation, to name a few. Recent evaluations have 

confirmed that environmental degradation causes about a quarter of the total avoidable 

disease burden in the world, and that this proportion is much higher among children. For 

the countries of WHO’s Eastern Mediterranean Region, it has been estimated that this 

proportion varies between 13% in countries where coverage with essential environmental 

health services is high and an alarming 30% in countries where access to such services is 

still problematic. 
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Populations in the Region continue to be exposed to traditional environmental 

health risks, such as diarrhoeal diseases in infants due to lack of water and to unsanitary 

conditions, and acute respiratory infections in children and women due to indoor air 

pollution. At the same time, these populations are increasingly exposed to modern 

environmental risks. Air pollution, principally due to traffic emissions, is a source of 

concern in large cities. Large quantities of unwanted and obsolete pesticides and other 

chemicals are accumulating in some Member States, and proper chemical management 

has been implemented in only a few countries. Solid and hazardous waste disposal is 

unsatisfactory, particularly in secondary cities. One out of six persons in the Region does 

not have access to improved sources of water  and two persons out of five have no access 

to improved sanitation. It is likely that a number of Member States will not be able to 

achieve the targets of the Millennium Development Goals related to water supply and 

sanitation unless bold policies and actions are implemented to that end. 

In spite of the water scarcity that characterizes the Region, wastage of water is 

widespread and the water resources available are threatened by salt intrusion and 

different kinds of pollution. There are also risks to future generations due to 

unsustainable consumption and production patterns, while advances in science and 

technology, despite their benefits, have potentially negative health effects, such as 

climate change. Unhealthy working conditions are another area of great concern. 

During its 24 years of existence as the technical arm and information exchange unit 

of the regional environmental health programme, the Centre for Environmental Health 

Activities (CEHA) has played a key role in addressing the burden of environmental risks 

to health and quality of life through providing technical support to strengthen national 

capacities and programmes in the Region.   

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

To face health challenges in an efficient manner, the Organization has moved from 

the present 2-year programming process, addressing a large number of areas of work, to a 

6-year medium-term strategic plan, within which 13 Organization-wide strategic 

objectives were set to be achieved from 2008 to 2013, in three biennia.  
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The former planning structure of areas of work reinforced the tendency to 

compartmentalization. Although such a division of labour facilitated resource allocation, 

it limited opportunities for collaboration across the Organization. The move to a smaller 

number of strategic objectives should significantly facilitate such collaboration and 

anchor the Organization in results-based management.  

 Each strategic objective statement has been developed in a coordinated manner by 

an Organization-wide team of strategic objective facilitators, who were in charge of 

providing the consolidated contribution of all units concerned at the levels of 

headquarters and the six Regional Offices. 

 Strategic objective 8 reads as follows: “To promote a healthier environment, 

intensify primary prevention and influence public policies in all sectors so as to address 

the root causes of environmental threats to health”. This strategic objective is obviously 

relevant to health and environment; however other strategic objectives are also 

considered of direct relevance to health and environment. These include strategic 

objective 5, in relation to environmental health aspects of emergencies; strategic 

objective 6, to prevent or reduce risk factors for health conditions; strategic objective 7, 

for the promotion of healthy settings approaches; and strategic objective 9, with regard to 

food safety. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is expected that the Regional Office will be in a position, once enough scientific 

data are generated, to work on the minimum water requirements for health, a subject of 

critical interest in a region where water scarcity is the rule and drought a natural fact. 

Another area where the Regional Office may show the way is in social responsibility. 

The regional strategic objective 8 team has indeed proposed that WHO should contract 

only corporations that respect occupational health and environmental legislation. We 

hope to be able to demonstrate during the coming four years the feasibility of this 

approach. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen 

As you know the objectives set for this third session of the Regional Advisory 

Committee are to: integrate environmental health interventions in the development and 

emergency contexts; and to study the best practices on assessing the vulnerability of 

environmental health services in the countries of the Region. 

I am confident that the deliberations of this group of experts will lead to a fruitful 

outcome, namely the Advisory Committee’s advice as to how the Regional Office may 

best support Member States in promoting sound policy and action to provide healthier 

environments to their populations. 

May God bless our endeavour. 

 


