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Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear colleagues, 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to this intercountry meeting on optimizing 

mental health service delivery. Let me begin by thanking all the participants whose 

contributions will undoubtedly enrich the deliberations of this meeting. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Let me share with you some thoughts on this occasion. We recognize that mental well-

being is an integral part of health as famously defined by WHO. Mental well-being provides 

the substrate for emotions, thoughts, perceptions, cognition, communication and behaviours 

which define who we are, individually and collectively. Mental health determines our ability 

to realize our full potential to lead a life that is productive and fulfilling, both at an individual 

and a collective level. Mental well-being is therefore not only desirable for itself, but is also a 

resource for human and social capital. These, in turn, determine individual and society’s 

socioeconomic status and well-being, including exposure to risk factors and vulnerability to 

diseases. 

Mental health problems are a public health issue. This can be seen from the global 

burden of disease estimates which attribute about 14% of the global burden of disease and 

31.7% of all years lived-with-disability to neuropsychiatric disorders. Worldwide, 

community-based studies estimate the life-time prevalence of mental disorders in adults at 

12.2% to 48.6%.  
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The Eastern Mediterranean Region, comprising 22 countries, is no different. There are 

significant differences between countries of the Region in terms not only of GDP, 

sociodemographic construction and health indicators, but also in terms of health system 

capacities and coverage. Some countries have experienced a significant shift towards an 

increased burden of chronic disabling noncommunicable disease; some countries are facing a 

double burden of communicable and noncommunicable disease; and a number of countries 

still face an overwhelming burden of infectious diseases. Five countries in the Region, 

accounting for about 19% of the regional population, are in complex emergency situations. A 

number of countries have experienced and are at risk of natural disasters, such as earthquake, 

flood and drought. Moreover, globalization, rapid social change and unplanned urbanization 

together amplify the stresses of life and pose a constant threat to physical and mental health, 

especially of vulnerable sections of the population.  

In-low and middle-income countries, which constitute the majority of the countries of 

the Region, neuropsychiatric disorders account for 9.8% of the total burden of disease. 

Community-based studies carried out in countries of the Region estimate the prevalence of 

mental disorders in adults at 6.7% to 25.9%. Despite the huge burden of mental illness, few 

resources are directed towards mental health care. Mental health spending in the majority of 

the countries in the Region, as for the world, is less than 1% of the government health budget 

and the number of mental health professionals is grossly deficient. In addition to the scarcity 

of material and human resources directed towards mental health care, the scarce resources 

that are available are often used inefficiently and distributed inequitably, resulting in 

treatment gaps as high as 76% to 85% in low- and middle-income countries. 

As all of you will appreciate, well functioning mental health systems are vital for 

reducing the high burden of mental disorders. However, essential information needed for 

planning in order to strengthen mental health systems has been lacking so far. I understand 

that we now have the data on the essential building blocks of mental health systems, 

including mental health governance, financing, service delivery, human resources and 

information, for 15 Member States, using the World Health Organization Assessment 

Instrument for Mental Health Systems (WHO-AIMS). 

I am pleased to know that Eastern Mediterranean Region is taking the lead in utilizing 

this available information to plan for filling some of the gaps and imbalances identified in the 

mental health systems. This is in line with the mental health gap action programme (MhGAP) 

that was launched by the Director-General of WHO  in October 2008 as a priority programme 
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for the next six years, and which is aimed at effective and humane care for all those with 

mental, neurological and substance use disorders. I understand that in this programme eight 

countries of the Region have been identified for intensified support, based on a mix of criteria 

ranging from burden of disease to readiness of the country to take up the programme. These 

are Afghanistan, Djibouti, Egypt, Islamic Republic of Iran, Jordan, Pakistan, Sudan and 

Yemen  

I am particularly looking forward, not only to the deliberations of this meeting, but also 

to the follow-up on the implementation of the plans in Member States. I genuinely feel that 

provision of mental health care should be an integral component of both primary health care 

and community-based initiatives. It can be a common denominator which can underpin 

efforts in the field of health because of its potential applications and because of its utility for 

enhancing health systems across the spectrum of noncommunicable as well as communicable 

diseases.   

Let me say in conclusion that I am delighted that this meeting is taking place at this 

juncture when we are renewing our commitment to the concept of primary health care. I hope 

the meeting will contribute to making mental health an integral component of primary health 

care and to scaling up of mental health services at secondary and tertiary care levels. 

Once again, I thank all our guests and assure you of our continued cooperation. I wish 

you all success in this meeting. 

God bless you all. 


